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"You need a drink, Jim?" Marlon, the somewhat shaggy and slightly 
inebriated host, asked cheerfully.

"No. I'm fine. And my name's John."

"C'mon, Jim. Halloween only comes once a year! Let's party!" Marlon said 
with a level of enthusiasm that no sober person could attain.

"It's a great party, but I think I'll stick with the snacks." John said, then 
realized that Marlon had already wandered away to speak to another of his 
guests.

John had been surprised when Marlon stopped him in the hallway at school 
and invited him to the Halloween party at his house. If it had been anyone 
else, John might have been suspicious, worried that he was being set up for
some kind of cruel prank.

Even though he didn't know Marlon personally, by everything he had heard 
around school, Marlon was a genuinely nice guy. Marlon wasn't a big brain 
and he certainly wasn't a jock. But just about everyone knew who he was. 
And everyone who knew him, liked him.

John had just turned fifteen, so everyone else at the party was a year or so
older than he was. It was sort of an honor to be invited, but John felt a 
little bit out of his league.

Looking around, he realized that the music was good and for the most part,
the other guests were friendly. So, although he felt a little bit out of place,



he found that he really was having a good time.

"Here you go Jim, Marlon said that you needed a drink." Kara, Marlon's 
girlfriend, said as she offered him a plastic cup of something fizzy and 
orange.

"I'm not used to drinking." John admitted shyly.

"Well, you don't have to get hammered or anything like that. But sometimes
a drink can loosen you up a little and make a good time even better." She 
said cheerily.

John considered her words as he accepted the drink, then cautiously asked,
"What is it?"

"I'm not sure. Orange pop and... tequila? Or whiskey. Maybe both. Does it 
matter?" She asked with a perky flip of her hair, before bouncing away.

John sniffed the drink, then walked to the table of snacks and discretely 
sat it beside an unopened bucket of fried chicken.

He paused for a moment. Finally, his curiosity got the better of him and he 
popped open the paper top of the bucket and was delighted to see an 
entire bucket of hot wings.

After reaching across the table to grab a paper plate, John carefully picked
up three of the hot wings and a few paper napkins.

He took his first bite and reveled in the sensation. The vinegary bite of the 
hot sauce was absolutely perfect. His taste buds danced with joy.

* * * * *

"I KNOW when I've had too much to drink!" Nathan McClure exclaimed from 
beside John, his slur giving lie to his words.

"I'm just saying that maybe you should slow down for a little bit, so you can
enjoy the whole party." Marlon said reasonably.



"Hey! Look! Another orange whiskquila!" Nathan said joyously as he reached
for John's abandoned drink.

John noticed, and turned away, to avoid being drawn into their 
conversation. Putting it out of his mind, John devoted his full attention to 
the next hot wing.

"Think, Nathan. You don't want to pass out before we even start having fun,
do you?" Marlon pleaded as he reached for the drink.

"Hey man! Not cool!" Nathan screamed as he jerked his drink away from 
Marlon's grasp.

His drunken reflexes weren't up to the task and he went off balance, 
plowing right into the person just behind him.

* * * * *

John wasn't prepared for the impact, and very nearly went sprawling on the
floor as Nathan's full weight collided with him.

All the air was knocked out of him in a whoosh and it took a moment for 
him to realize that something was wrong, seriously wrong.

One moment in time seemed to stretch into eternity as John realized his 
situation.

"You okay, Jim?" Marlon asked with concern.

John started pointing at his throat while at the same time he tried with all 
his might to dislodge the chicken bone that he had apparently tried to 
inhale.

"Hey man, that isn't funny." Marlon said slowly.

John could feel himself getting lightheaded as his knees started to give 
way.

"Stop fucking around, man, that isn't cool." Nathan said as he finally 



managed to more or less find his balance.

Darkness started to intrude on the periphery of John's vision and the sounds
of voices around him became muffled.

"Take my hand." A voice whispered, then John saw the hand, reaching out 
to him.

As he took the offered hand and used it to pull himself to standing, he 
suddenly felt a wave of relief wash through him.

He wasn't choking anymore, and his vision became clear.

"Thanks, that was kind of scary for a minute." John said with relief, then 
looked closely at the figure before him. "Great grim reaper costume, 
where's your scythe?"

"We use combine thrashers now. It's much more efficient." The hooded 
figure said in a dry tone.

"I bet." John said with a grin, then turned at the sounds behind him.

"Come on, Jim. You're scaring the shit out of me here." Marlon said in a 
voice that conveyed his escalating panic.

John was about to answer him, but froze when he saw Marlon slapping the 
face of the still figure on the floor.

"Hey! That's..." John trailed off as Marlon moved and allowed John to see 
the wide vacant eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling.

"Yes. It's you." The hooded figure said in his whispery voice.

John looked at his companion, then down at the floor again.

Finally John whispered, "I'm dead?"

"Probably." The hooded figure said carefully.

John looked at him, hoping he would continue the thought.



"If one of these people has the presence of mind to clear your airway and 
administer CPR, then it's possible that you could revive." The hooded 
figure said quietly.

John looked around at everyone staring dumbly at what was happening on 
the kitchen floor.

"I wouldn't get my hopes up." The hooded figure added reluctantly.

"Someone needs to call for an ambulance!" Kara said in a trembling voice.

"Ya think?" John said indignantly as he noticed the pronounced blue color 
tinting the skin of his body on the floor.

"No. The cops will come. We need to ditch the body!" Nathan said urgently.

"Hey! What did I ever do to you?" John asked plaintively.

"We're calling for an ambulance. Everyone, take off before the cops get 
here." Marlon said decisively, then turned to his girlfriend and said, "Kara, 
baby, would you hand me the phone?"

"Seriously Marlon, my dad has a wood chipper, no one would ever know." 
Nathan said imploringly.

"Thanks Nate. Go on, before the cops come and you get in trouble." Marlon 
said as he dialed the phone. "Kara, would you see that Nate gets home 
safe? He's not good to drive."

"Are you sure you don't want me to stay?" She asked quietly.

"There's no reason for you to get in trouble too. Go on, and be safe." Marlon
said with a weak smile, then turned his attention to the phone. "I need an 
ambulance right away."

* * * * *

"How are you feeling?"

"Well, even though I should probably be freaking out, I'm actually feeling 



fine." John said thoughtfully.

"Without adrenaline or any of the other physiological fear responses, 
you're able to think clearly. I just want to be sure that you're not 
depressed about what's happened."

"Well, I'm not exactly happy about being dead, but... I think I'm okay." John
said honestly.

"Good. I'll do whatever I can to help you through this."

"What's going to happen now?" John asked as he turned his full attention to 
his companion.

"You have some decisions to make."

"Like what?" John asked cautiously.

"You just need to figure out what's going to make you happy, and we'll do 
our best to get that for you... and then you'll have it forever."

"Forever?" John asked in a whisper.

"You'll have plenty of time to worry about that later. But now I think we 
should go to your house."

"It's kind of far away. I was planning to call for a ride home." John said 
uncertainly.

"Just close your eyes and think about your home and we'll be there." John's
companion said as he placed a hand on his shoulder.

As John was about to close his eyes, he saw Marlon sitting beside his still 
body on the kitchen floor.

Marlon reached out a hand and gently closed John's dead, sightless eyes as 
he whispered, "I'm sorry, Jim."

John reluctantly smiled and nodded, then closed his eyes and concentrated
on his home.



* * * * *

"It may be a while before your parents are notified. So we should have 
time to talk about a few things."

"I wonder where they are?" John said as he glanced around.

"From what I'm hearing upstairs, it sounds like they may be a few 
minutes."

"Oh." John said as he looked at the stairway, then added, "Ewww."

"When a spirit passes, he has some decisions to make."

"Like?" John asked, then gestured toward the sofa in the living room, 
offering his companion a seat.

"If there is someone in the world of the living that you're worried about, 
you can choose to stay with them and watch over them. You know, like a 
guardian angel."

"So all that stuff they say about 'your grandma is watching over you' is 
really true?" John asked with surprise.

"Sometimes. Quite often, the recently deceased feel that they left things 
unfinished and want to remain, for a time, to see them through."

"I don't think I have anything like that." John said slowly.

"Well, one of the reasons I wanted to bring you here is in case you would 
want to watch over your parents."

"Do a lot of people choose to do that?" John asked curiously.

"Some do. I wouldn't say a lot."

"Okay, but let's just say for the sake of argument that I don't have anyone 
alive that I want to watch over. What would I do then?" John asked 
seriously.



"Well, that depends on if there's someone waiting to take you to the other 
side."

"Isn't that what you're here to do?" John asked curiously.

"Oh no. I'm just here to get you past the initial fear and then answer your 
questions. What you need is a loved one who has passed on to take you 
over. When they do, you'll be with them forever."

"What if, again, for the sake of argument, I don't have a loved one waiting 
for me?" John asked cautiously.

"Well, in that case, you'd stay here, in limbo."

"Limbo? You mean between life and death?" John asked cautiously.

"Not exactly. You *are* dead. Limbo is the plane of existence between the 
living world and the afterlife."

"So... what? Am I waiting to be judged? Or do I need to do a good deed or 
something to earn my way in?" John asked slowly.

"Oh no. Nothing like that. In the afterlife, I suppose you could call it 
heaven, no one is alone. You're with your loved ones forever. But if you 
don't have a loved one, or they haven't passed on yet, then you stay here."

"Well, if I end up being stuck here, what would I do?" John asked as his 
mind raced over the people he had known in his life.

"Whatever you like. If you have a favorite place, you could go there and 
enjoy it. You can follow your friends or family around, or you might even 
find a complete stranger that you would want to watch over."

"Forever." John said darkly.

"Of course, if you're interested, you could become a guide like me. It's 
hard work and it can be heartbreaking at times but, I don't know, you're 
there when people are hurting and needing answers, and you can really 
help them."



"Put a robe on! John could be home any time."

John and his companion turned to see John's mother walking slowly down 
the stairs.

"That's my mom, her name is Janelle." John said with a grand gesture 
toward the stairway.

"He's out at a party. I bet he's dead drunk by now."

"Well, he's half right." John said dryly, then added, "That's my step-dad. 
Howard."

"And I bet you never even thought about doing *anything* naughty at his 
age." Janelle said with a grin at her husband.

"Do you want to see how naughty I can be?" Howard asked with a leer.

"If they start making out in here, I'm gonna puke." John said with a cringe 
at the scene unfolding before him.

"You're dead. You can't puke." His companion said quietly.

"If they get naked, trust me, I'll find a way." John said with a queasy look.

The phone ringing drew everyone's attention.

"That's probably John wanting a ride home." Janelle said as she rushed past 
her husband toward the phone.

"Or the police, telling us to come and get him from the drunk tank." 
Howard said frankly.

"Hello."

John watched carefully for his mother's reaction.

"Yes, that's my son. Johnathan David Cutter." She said in a trembling voice.

"What happened? How is he?" She asked in panic.



"Yes. Yes. I've got that. We'll be right there." She said as she forced herself 
to calm.

"What's wrong, Janey?" Howard asked with concern.

"That was the police, John's on his way to the hospital." She said in a shaky 
voice.

"Which one?" Howard asked seriously.

"Um, General."

"I'm sure he'll be fine. He probably just had too much to drink. Let's get 
dressed and get going." Howard said as he started walking toward the 
stairs.

"What is it with him and thinking that I'm drunk? I've NEVER said or done 
ANYTHING to deserve that." John said indignantly.

"He's probably just thinking about how it was when he was your age and 
assumes that you're doing what he did."

"As if!" John huffed, then thought to ask, "So are we going with them, or 
what?"

"We can go directly to the hospital if you like. I know the way."

"Oh, yeah. Sounds good. It'll beat having to listen to Howard telling my 
mom about how much of a drunk I am." John said with a roll of his eyes.

The hooded figure held out a hand.

When John accepted it, the world faded out around them.

* * * * *

Just as suddenly as the world had faded, it reformed to be the waiting area
of the emergency room.

"Your body probably isn't here yet."



"What's taking so long?" John asked curiously.

"They were probably trying to resuscitate you at the scene for a while 
before giving up and bringing you here."

"Are you sure they didn't succeed in reviving me?" John asked cautiously.

"No. You're here. That means your body is dead. And after this long, 
there's no chance of going back."

"I have a question." John said thoughtfully.

"Go ahead and ask. That's what I'm here for."

"I always heard that if you were good, you'd go to heaven and if you were 
bad, you'd go to hell." John said slowly.

"That's about right." His companion said seriously.

"Tell me about it. I mean, am I going to be taken in front of a great huge 
throne and judged for everything I did in my life?" John asked cautiously.

"I don't know all the details, but from what I understand, the moment you 
died, you were judged. If you were destined for... the bad place, you'd be 
there right now."

"So there is a hell?" John asked cautiously.

"I don't know from personal experience, but from what I've heard, yes. And
it's a never-ending horror beyond imagining. Those who are hopelessly 
corrupt go straight to the pit. But since you're here, you've obviously 
avoided that fate."

"But what about heaven?" John asked cautiously.

"Again, I don't know from personal experience, but the afterlife that waits
for us beyond limbo is said to be the ultimate fulfillment; absolute peace.
And if you had a guardian spirit waiting for you, then you would have 
crossed over with them by now."



"But you can't go there alone." John said slowly.

"No. I think that, if you were alone, it wouldn't be heaven."

"My mom's on her third husband, which one would she go to heaven with?" 
John asked curiously.

"Well, assuming she makes it, I'd guess none of them, but I suppose it's just
as likely that it could be all of them. The bond of marriage ends at 
death... you know, 'till death do us part', but if they're still friends and 
lovers in their hearts, they could continue on for eternity together."

"Wow. I guess I can see why they call it heaven." John said in wonder.

"Is that the Cutter kid?" a nurse asked as she rushed to the men wheeling a 
gurney into the emergency room.

"Yeah. But there's no rush. We just need to get a doctor to call it." One of 
the paramedics said sadly.

"Overdose?" The nurse asked cautiously.

"Yeah. An overdose of hot wings." The Paramedic said with weak humor, 
then motioned for his partner to help him shift the covered body to a 
waiting bed.

At the nurse's curious look, he continued. "The kid had a chicken bone 
stuck in his throat. It was wedged in there solid."

"What a waste." She said as she looked at the shrouded figure.

"Yeah, he was only fifteen." The paramedic said sadly, then in a more 
serious voice, continued, "Will you get the doc to make it official? We need 
to get back out there, it's Halloween and I have a feeling that things will be
jumping tonight."

"Yeah. It's already started picking up here." She said sadly.

"Shouldn't my mom be here by now?" John asked as he walked over to the 



body covered by a sheet.

"Be patient. You have all the time in the universe."

* * * * *

"I'm Janelle Sutherland, I'm here for my son, John Cutter." Janelle said as 
she rushed into the emergency room.

"Oh. My. God!" John said as he looked at his parents.

"What's wrong?" His companion asked curiously.

"Howard's carrying a McDonald's cup of coffee. They stopped for coffee on 
the way to the hospital!" John said in amazement.

There was a shriek from John's mother, then she ran to her husband, crying 
hysterically.

"Tell me again, why are we here?" John asked curiously.

"There are certain things that you need to witness to make it easier to 
accept your new situation."

"Okay. Well, if I've seen what I need to, can we go?" John asked 
uncomfortably.

"There's just one other thing. It's good to hear their first words after 
they've calmed down. Sometimes it helps you find peace."

"Okay." John said reluctantly, then moved beside his mother and her 
husband so that he could hear.

"How could he do this to me?" Janelle whimpered into her husband's chest.

"You can stay and watch if you want. But I'm done." John said as he turned 
to walk away.

His companion put a hand on his shoulder and said, "I understand. Do just 
like before, but this time take us to your father."



* * * * *

"This is my father's office. He's always working, so he's probably here." John
said as he glanced around the darkened reception area.

"Just put the candy bowl out so they can get it themselves! I need you to 
help me get our stories straight before the board sees the quarterly figures 
tomorrow."

"That would be my dad, John Cutter Senior." John said as he gestured 
toward the only doorway with light spilling out.

"What do you think his reaction will be?"

"Who knows? I doubt that he'll laugh or dance a jig or anything like that, 
but I can't imagine him being all that upset about it. He's seen me a total of
about thirty minutes in the past five years." John said frankly.

"You can't automatically assume that he doesn't care just because he isn't 
around."

"I guess we'll see in a few minutes. I don't think mom would miss an 
opportunity to send some bad news my dad's way." John said bitterly.

"If you'd rather not do this, we could go."

"No. We're here, we may as well stay and watch. I doubt that there'll be 
much to it." John said in a resigned voice.

"Hold on Scott, I've got another call, I'll be right back." John Sr. said before 
putting the line on hold, then clicking another, "John Cutter."

"Hold on Janelle, John did what?"

"Dead? You mean... dead?"

"No. No. You don't need to worry about anything. You know that I'm 
responsible for all his medical and insurance costs, so it'll be best if I 
handle this. I'll take care of all the arrangements and get back with you 



about the details."

"Just take care of yourself and leave the rest to me."

"Goodbye."

"Well, that didn't sound so bad." The hooded figure said in his whispery 
voice.

John Sr. then clicked the blinking button on his phone and said, "Scott? Oh, 
no. It was nothing. Now, line item forty seven..."

"I have a half brother who absolutely hates me, are we off to see him 
next?" John asked bitterly as he walked out of the office.

"I'm sorry, John." The hooded figure said as he hurried to follow.

John stopped at the feeling of a hand on his shoulder.

Before he knew what had happened, a pair of arms were drawing him into 
a hug.

"I'm really sorry. Seeing your loved ones receiving the news and accepting 
it usually helps you to let go of your former life. I just wanted to make 
your passing as painless as possible."

John enjoyed the hug for a moment, then said, "You are making it easier. 
But I think it's safe to say that I'm not planning to devote my afterlife to 
watching out for either one of those two."

"Yes. I think that's a wise decision." his companion said as he released John 
from the hug.

"How long do we have? I mean, am I taking up your time when you're 
supposed to be helping someone else?" John asked curiously.

"No. I'm here just for you. We can take as long as we want. Once you're 
settled into your afterlife and I know that you're happy, I'll go back and 
get another assignment."



"Good. Because if we've got time, there's someone that I'd like to check 
on." John said seriously.

"Just imagine their home and we'll be there."

"You see, that's the thing. He's dead." John said reluctantly.

"Well, that can be a little more challenging, but I should still be able to 
help you."

"Okay, how do we do it?" John asked hopefully.

"Just tell me about him so maybe I'll get a sense of where to start looking."

"Well, there was this guy at school. He was a grade behind me, so I never 
really got to talk to him that much. But he really seemed nice. I always 
kind of thought that someday we'd get a chance to talk and get to know 
each other." John said distantly. "But last summer he drowned. So I was 
wondering if you could help me find him so I can find out what happened to
him."

John paused for a moment to see if his companion had any questions. When
it was apparent that he didn't, John continued, "I guess I'd just like to know
if he went up... or down. And maybe, if he's here in between like I am, 
we'd finally get to know each other. Even though I never got to know him 
that well, I always had the feeling that, if we got the chance, we'd be 
really good friends."

"What was his name?" The hooded figure asked slowly.

"Billy. Billy Hobson." John said hopefully.

John watched his companion and waited for him to say or do something.

Without being able to see his face, there were none of the usual visual cues
that he was accustomed to reading.

Finally his companion brought his hands up to the sides of his hood, then 
slowly pulled it back.



John froze at the sight before him and finally asked, "Billy? Is that really 
you?"

"Yeah. And I always thought we could be friends too. That's why, when I saw
that you were going to have a close call with death, today, I volunteered to
help you." Billy said quietly. "Sometimes, if we can see the danger coming, 
we can intervene and give you another chance at life."

"Um, thanks. I guess it didn't work out that way, this time. Huh?" John 
asked weakly.

"No. I'm sorry. I had all my attention on that drink. I thought for sure that it
was going to be the instrument of your death. I never even imagined that 
you'd choke to death on a chicken wing." Billy said with a pained smile.

John looked at Billy curiously, then finally realized what seemed off about 
him. "You're bigger than you were."

"Yeah. Your body here is formed by your self-image. I always wanted to be 
taller, so now I am." Billy said timidly.

"It looks good." John said with a sincere smile, then shyly asked, "So. What 
do you say? We're both here now. Do you think that we'll have time to get 
to know each other?"

"Is forever enough time?"

"Maybe. I'd like to find out." John said with a smile, then asked, "So what 
do I do now? Should I become a grim reaper so we can spend time 
together?"

"Well, we could do that if you wanted to." Billy said shyly, then quietly 
added, "Or maybe we could cross over."

"But I thought you said I couldn't cross over unless I had someone... you'd go
with me?"

"My life didn't hold much more for me than yours did for you. When I 
arrived here, I thought that I'd be here forever, watching people, one after 



another, moving on to something that I could never have."

"How do we do it?" John asked cautiously.

"Are you sure you want to try?" Billy asked slowly.

"Yeah. I think I am. There's nothing for me here, so I'm ready to go." John 
said with a level of certainty that surprised even him.

Billy looked at John appraisingly for a moment, then offered his hand.

"But I thought you said that you have to go with a loved one." John 
whispered, with doubt beginning to infiltrate his expression.

Billy nodded, still holding his hand out.

John looked at the hand for a moment longer, then grinned as he realized 
what Billy was really saying.

The last of his misgivings fled as he said, "Yeah. I think, me too."

Billy shyly smiled as he felt John's fingers entwine with his.

"What now?" John asked curiously.

"I don't know. Let's find out." Billy said as a brilliant tunnel of light formed 
before them.

The pair wore matching expressions of awe and excitement as they walked 
hand in hand into the infinite light.

* * * * *

"What's got you so down?" Kara asked as she sat beside her boyfriend.

"I was just thinking about that kid, Jim." Marlon said as he stared at the 
floor.

"You didn't do anything wrong. Even the cops said so. It was just an 
accident." Kara soothed.



"I know, I just feel like... because of me, he's dead. If I hadn't invited him 
to the party, he'd still be alive." Marlon said despondently.

"You can't know that for sure. Maybe some things are meant to happen. I 
think you should try to accept that. Because things like this are still going 
to happen whether you accept it or not." Kara said seriously.

Marlon thought about it for a moment, then smiled as he said, "You're 
pretty smart. Don't let anyone ever tell you different."

Kara snuggled against Marlon, feeling completely at peace with the man 
she knew was her soul mate.

The End



Trick/Treat

"Where are we?"

"My old neighborhood."

"Oh? I've never seen where you used to live. Which one is your house?"

"Actually, it's a few blocks from here. That's not why I brought you."

"Why are we here, then?"

"Why else? It's Halloween!"

"Yeah. So?"

"Maybe if you see what I brought with us, it'll make more sense."

"What is that? Fangs? Wait, are you saying that you want me to dress up like
a vampire for Halloween?"

"No. Actually, the vampire costume is for me. You get to be a stylish and 
disturbingly hunky zombie."

"But you hate zombie movies."

"True. But do you think I haven't noticed how much you enjoy them? Go 
ahead and start getting ready. It'll be dark soon."

"Will you help me? There's no mirror here. I can't see what I'm doing."

"I'm always here for you. However you need me."

* * * * *



"So, what do we do now?"

"It's pretty simple. Ring the doorbell, wait for them to answer, then say 
'Trick or treat'."

"Are you sure you really want to? I mean, aren't we too old for this?"

"Maybe. But if people think so, they can just not give us any candy."

"Then do we have to trick them?"

"Let's take that on a case by case basis."

"Did you bring any bags or anything for candy?"

"Only the best."

"Pumpkins? Wow. You really did go all out. How long have you been planning
this?"

"It feels like forever. I can't believe it's finally here."

"Well, it is. So let's do it."

* * * * *

"S'Cuse me, Mister? Can me and my brother walk with you? He's scared 
'cause it's getting dark."

"Sure. I think that two wolfmen would fit right in with me and my zombie 
friend."

"I'm a wookie, and Sammy's an Ewok."

"Oh! Of course. Have you been to this house yet?"

"No. We were just about to start, but Sammy was too scared to walk up to 
the door."

"That works out because we were just about to start, too. Do you want for 



one of us to ring the doorbell for you, Mr. Wookie?"

"Sammy should do it. That way he'll figure out that he doesn't need to be 
scared of it. Besides, I'm only doing this for him."

"Are you too old for Halloween?"

"It's stupid."

"I don't think it's stupid. Halloween is the one night of the entire year when 
the spirits of the dead are free to walk the earth and be seen by mortal 
men."

"Really?"

"Yes. But the most wonderful thing is that instead of regular people being 
afraid and keeping their doors locked, they made it a celebration. Because 
everyone is dressed up, no one knows who anyone really is, so everyone 
treats each other the same."

"Are there really ghosts out here?"

"Maybe. But if there are, you don't have to worry about it because they just
want to be your friends. They don't want to scare you or hurt you."

"I don't know. It sounds kinda made up to me."

"Let's not worry about it. Someone needs to ring the doorbell."

"Come here, Sammy. We're all here with you. We'll keep you safe."

* * * * *

"Trick or treat!"

"Oh my! Werewolves and zombies and vampires. I suppose we'd better give 
you some candy to ward off an evil attack."

"I'm a wookie!"



"Here you go. A nice handful for each of you."

"Thank you, Mrs. McMahon."

"Happy Halloween. You boys be safe."

* * * * *

"Trick or treat!"

"I would never celebrate this satanic holiday. Here, I have some pamphlets 
that I want you to read that tell all about God and his wonderful gift to the
world, his son Jesus."

"Yeah. I already heard about all that. It sounds made up to me. You gonna 
give us candy or not."

"I would never promote a satanic holiday like this."

"Yeah? Well, I don't believe in Satan, either. I'm just in this for the candy."

"I'll pray for you."

"Knock yourself out."

* * * * *

"That was great, Mr. Wookie. Way to stand up for yourself!"

"So you're not mad at me for not believing in God?"

"Of course not. If you think all that religious stuff is made up, then you 
should be free to say that. I'd only be mad at someone if they tried to force
me to believe something that I don't."

"Yeah. That sounds right."

"Come on, Mr. Wookie, let's get some more candy."

* * * * *



"Happy Halloween. Please come in to my haunted house and discover what 
terrors await you."

"It's okay, Sammy. It's just pretend."

"No. It's scary. I don't want to."

"How about Mr. Wookie and I go see the haunted house and Mr. Ewok can 
stay out here with the zombie, where it's safe?"

"Is that okay with you?"

"Yeah. Go on. You shouldn't have to miss doing fun stuff because of me."

"Is that okay with you, John?"

"Sure. Mr. Ewok and I will be just fine out here. In fact, we may even 
sample a little bit of candy while you two are gone."

"Come on, Mr. Wookie. This looks like it's gonna be fun."

* * * * *

"Don't worry. Your brother will be right back."

"I know. Thanks for not saying anything bad about our costumes. I know 
they look crappy, but Jody got them at the Goodwill and used the money 
he makes from mowing the old lady next door's lawn to get them."

"Your costumes look great to me. I was just thinking about monsters when I 
first saw you, or I would have guessed Wookie and Ewok first thing."

"Thanks."

"Are you having fun tonight?"

"Yeah. I didn't think we was gonna be able to go trick or treating, but Jody 
fixed it so we could."

"He seems like a really good brother."



"He's the best brother, ever!"

* * * * *

"How was the haunted house?"

"Mr. Vampire screamed like a little girl."

"Whoever came up with that was sick in the head."

"Come here, Billy. I'll keep you safe."

"Were you scared, Jody?"

"I jumped a couple times, but I didn't scream and cry."

"Hey! I didn't cry. I just screamed a little."

* * * * *

"Which way do you want to go next, Mr. Wookie?" 

"We don't know anyone off of this block."

"Where is your house, then? We'll walk you home."

"I'm old enough to do it myself. I'm almost nine!"

"Of course. But I thought Mr. Ewok might feel safer walking at night with a 
few more people tagging along."

"Yeah. Sammy's only six. That'd be good. Our house is right there."

"Why is it all dark? Isn't anyone home?"

"Our dad's home, but he works graveyard shift, so he's gotta sleep."

"What about your mom?"

"She's on afternoon shift right now. She won't be back until later."



"Are you guys going to be alright?"

"Yeah. We've just gotta be quiet so we don't wake up Dad. But he's there if 
we need something important."

"Alright, then. I guess this is goodbye. I was thinking, I don't really need all 
this candy. If you want it, you could have mine."

"Mine, too."

"Really? That'd be great! We hardly ever get to have candy. With yours, too,
we can probably have enough to make it to Christmas."

"Go ahead, Mr. Wookie. Just be sure to share with Mr. Ewok."

"I will. I promise."

* * * * *

"It's still early. What do you want to do now?"

"Watch out to see that the boys are going to be alright."

"You heard Mr. Wookie. Their dad's home. They'll be fine."

"Will they?"

"Oh. You're doing that thing where you think about more than the next five 
minutes, aren't you?"

"Their parents couldn't even give the boys a simple Halloween."

"Yeah. Mr. Ewok was telling me that Mr. Wookie used his own money to get 
them costumes at Goodwill."

"I'm sorry. I know this isn't any of our business. I just can't help but think 
that we should do something."

"Don't be sorry. That's one of the things I love about you. And, as far as 
doing something... well, you said you wanted us to see that the boys are 



going to be alright."

"Everything I've seen tells me that their family is barely living on the edge 
of abject poverty. One thing, even a minor thing, could devastate them. I 
can't stand to think of what Ewok and Wookie would have to go through if 
that happened."

"I know. Now that you've made me stop and think about it, I'm one hundred 
percent in agreement with you. Let's help them."

"Are you sure? I mean, what I want to do..."

"I know exactly what you're talking about. And yes, I'm sure. When this 
night ends, Ewok and Wookie won't be able to see or hear us anymore. But 
we'll still be able to help them. Every day we'll be there to watch over 
them and guide them to make the right decisions and we'll intervene when 
they need our help."

"And someday, hopefully many many years from now, when their days on 
this earth come to an end, we can be there with them to welcome them to 
what comes next and go with them when they cross over."

"Wow, you've got it all planned out, don't you? Are you really ready to 
commit to doing this for a human lifetime?"

"A human lifetime isn't even the blink of an eye compared to eternity."

"Good point. Let's go back home and let our friends know what we'll be 
doing, so they won't worry about us not being around."

"Yeah. We need to be sure to be back here before morning so we can start 
our jobs as guardian spirits."

"Thank you. I love you."

"I love you, too. Let's go."

The End
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A Different Tribe

"Where are we going?'

"To Grandpa's house."

"But you told us that Grandpa Haddy was dead."

"Not your grandfather, my grandfather. He'd be your Great-Grandfather 
Lowell."

"Why are we going there when Mom's in the hospital? Shouldn't we be there 
in case she needs us?"

"As your mother's illness has progressed, it's become the center of all our 
lives. I just thought that this might be something that we could do to take 
your minds off of things for a while."

"That seems kind of cold blooded, Dad."

"Believe me, if I didn't think that this was the best thing for all involved, I 
wouldn't even consider doing it."

"Are we almost there? I'm tired?"

"No. We're still a long way off. That's part of why we don't visit my family 
very often, because they live so far out."

"Have we ever met them before? I don't remember even hearing about 
anyone but Grandpa Haddy."

"No. I haven't had any contact with anyone back home since before you 
were born."



* * * * *

"Are we close, yet? You've been driving all day."

"We're getting closer. Waxell is up ahead, it's the nearest town to Grandpa's 
house. We need to stop there to get gas before we continue on."

"Can we eat while we're there? We're hungry and if we don't get out of this 
car pretty soon, we're going to go crazy."

"I suppose that it is just about dinner time. But when we get there, I need 
for you two to stay in the car when I tell you to. Don't talk to anyone and 
whatever you do, don't wander away."

"Why not?"

"It's not safe. Let's just get our gas, get our food, and get back on the 
road."

* * * * *

"Excuse me..."

"Just move on and there won't be any trouble."

"We've been on the road all day and my boys are hungry. I promise, we 
won't be staying."

"Is there a problem here?"

"This here's one of them Brynner's. He ain't stayin."

"I was just explaining to this... lovely young lady... that my children are 
hungry and tired from being in the car all day. I just want to bring them in 
and get them a good meal before we get back on the road."

"Go ahead and feed them, Tracy. God knows we don't want to give them 
cause to stay."

"I'll go get the boys. Please don't treat them badly. They don't know 
anything about what's happened here."



"There are a lot of people round these parts who'd give their eyeteeth to be
ignorant of the past, but they still have to live with the memories. Even 
so... just go fetch your offspring and do what you need to do before word 
gets out that you're here."

"Thank you."

* * * * *

"Can we have dessert?"

"No. We don't have time. We need to get back on the road."

"Why are these people staring at us?"

"Just finish your meals. We need to be going."

* * * * *

"Who's that, there?"

"Your grandson, Ares Brynner."

"Why are you here?"

"My boys, my twins, they've just turned twelve. It's that time."

"I thought that the 'curse' passed you by."

"It did, mostly. I've been able to live in the outside world without any 
problems... until now, anyway. You see, my wife..."

"I'm sorry, Arie. I know you just wanted to have a normal life. I can't fault 
you for that, not really."

"Do you know, is there anything I can do for her?"

"You haven't told her about us, have you?"

"No. I'd never do that."

"Do you think she could accept it?"



"Truthfully, no. But isn't there anything I can do to save her? She keeps 
getting sicker and the doctors don't know the real reason why."

"She's been tainted by the curse. You said twin boys? It's a wonder she 
survived the birth. From all that I know about it, your choices are to bring 
her in fully or you can leave her to die as one of 'them'. It's up to you to 
decide what's best."

"I've already decided, I just hoped that you might know of another way. 
Even if I can't continue to be a part of her life, she's a wonderful person 
who deserves a chance to live."

"Does that mean that you're finally manifesting?"

"I think so. I've been in denial about it for a while now, trying to tell myself 
that the signs didn't mean what I knew they did."

"What about your boys?"

"Yes. Whatever caused me to be spared, so far, doesn't seem to be working 
on them. Both of them are showing the first signs."

"It stands to reason. They are your sons and it is almost Samhain."

"They don't know about any of this. I told them to stay in the car until I had
a chance to talk to you."

"I wish your father was here. This should be his job."

"I know. I miss him, too."

"I tell you what. Why don't you leave the boys here with me, then head up 
the mountain to talk to Grandma Ima? I can't say if she'll have anything that
might help with your lady, but it won't hurt to ask."

"I thought Grandma Ima was dead."

"She got better."

* * * * *



"Come on in, boys. I need to go and run an errand, so you're going to stay 
with Grandpa Lowell."

"Do we have to? Can't we go with you?"

"No. The place I'm going wouldn't be safe for you."

* * * * *

"Grandpa Lowell, may I introduce you to your great-grandsons, Christopher 
and David Brynner."

"They weren't baptized with those names, were they?"

"No. Of course not."

"Good. But still, those names aren't going to work, here. We'll need to call 
them something else."

"I know, but can you take care of that? I need to leave soon if I'm going to 
reach Grandma Ima's before it's too dark."

"Take a kerosene lantern, just in case, and watch out for the footbridge. 
I've been meaning to fix that for a while now, but I haven't gotten around to
it."

"I remember that you were meaning to fix it when I was the twins age."

"Go on, now."

* * * * *

"Come on in and find a seat, boys. Before anything else, we're going to 
need to do something about your names."

"What's wrong with our names?"

"Those names will be offensive to some of the people who you'll be 
meeting."

"I guess it's not that big of a deal. We don't want for people to be mad at 
us. We can use other names for while we're visiting."



"Let's go through the famous names for brothers. Just let me know if any of
them sound like something you'd like. Starting at the beginning, there's 
Cain and Abel, then there's Castor and Pollux, Romulus and Remus, Phobos 
and Deimos..."

"I like Deimos. It starts with a 'D' like David and I like the sound of it. Can I 
use that?"

"I don't see why not, that's a fine name with a distinguished history. What 
about you, Christopher? Would you like to be called Phobos?"

"No. The one I like is Cain."

"Let me think. Cain and Deimos... Those are some fine names, boys. I think 
this calls for a celebration. Let's see what I have in store in the way of 
treats."

* * * * *

"It's getting dark out, do you think Dad's going to be alright?"

"I expect so. The hike up to Grandma Ima's place isn't an easy one, but I 
gave your father a lantern, so he should be able to manage."

"Do you need any help?"

"No. You two just take a seat at the table and I'm going to fix up something 
special to celebrate you gaining your names. Tell me, how much has your 
father told you about the family history?"

"He told us that Grandpa Haddy died before we were born. That's about it."

"The story starts more than a thousand years before that, back in the old 
country. The Brynns were a clan that lived in a valley, off to themselves. 
They didn't get on with strangers and kept themselves hidden from the 
outside world. It was their way."

"Kind of like here."

"No, Cain. Nowadays, we're more a part of the outside world than any of us
wants. But I'll get to that. Back then, one of the young of the Brynn clan 



became restless and wanted to know about life outside the valley, so he 
went against the wishes of the clan and ventured out, on his own. 
According to the laws of the Brynn, he was to be regarded as 'dead', and 
left to the hands of fate."

"Cold blooded."

"Yes. I suppose it was. Looking back, if they had gone after him, a lot of 
pain and misery might have been avoided. But, be that as it may, Connor 
Brynn went into the outside world and took up a trade. As much as he loved
his life among the... regular folk, he always knew, deep within him, that 
there was something calling him back to Loch Le-al, in the Brynn Valley. 
Fool that he was, he gathered his wife and children, and ventured back, 
wanting to tell about all the wondrous things that he had discovered in the 
'outside world'."

"You say it like that's something bad."

"The Brynn didn't want any outside influences. They were happy living as 
they had always lived, off to themselves, in seclusion. So, when Connor and
his family arrived, the elder of the clan was infuriated. He and the other 
elders of the clan gathered and put a blood curse on Connor Brynn and his 
family, then cast them out."

"A curse? For real?"

"Yes, Deimos. For real. The curse was of ancient origin, and none of us 
knows exactly what it said, or if there were even spoken words, at all. But 
the curse has followed the bloodline of Connor Brynn and continues to this 
very day."

"Brynn, as in Brynner?"

"That's right, young Cain Brynner. You and your father and, all of us, 
continue to live under that ancient curse."

"But why can't we use our own names?"

"One of the... conditions of the curse is that we are forever forbidden 
access to the faiths of other cultures. Their gods won't hear our prayers or 



offer us their salvation. We're of a different tribe, so if we're to find any 
religious fulfillment, we have to do so in the traditions of the ancient 
Brynns. So, it follows that some of our people are a bit unsettled by naming
our young after certain of their religious icons."

"Dad always says that religion is a bunch of crap. None of it's true."

"I suspect that your father is only voicing what he wishes were the truth. As
I understand things, the people of other tribes are free to believe such 
things as they wish. They have the freedom to pick an choose, or not 
believe at all. We do not have that luxury. The curse and the religion of the
Brynn is part of our blood. We cannot deny it."

"Okay. So if we're cursed, what does that mean?"

"Let me continue with the history for a bit longer, first. Connor Brynn and 
his family were expelled from Loch Le-al, never to return. They were 
afraid, but in time they found their way back to their home in the outside 
world and tried to return to their normal lives. However, the curse upon 
their blood caused them to change, to become 'monsters', who were unable
to live amongst the regular folk."

"Are you talking about vampires or something like that?"

"Something like that. As a boy becomes a man, the curse awakens within 
him in the autumn of the year."

"Like now?"

"Yes. I believe that's why your father brought you here."

"What's going to happen to us?"

"I don't know, yet. The curse manifests differently in every man. It didn't 
manifest at all in your father. That sometimes happens. For some rare few, 
when they manifest, it's so horrendous, that they don't survive the 
transformation. But most others become all manner of transformed 
creatures."



"So it's like being werewolves? We turn into something when there's a full 
moon?"

"Yes. The werewolf mythology touches on many of the aspects of our curse.
It's often thought that whoever came up with that legend might have 
encountered one of our people. However, a full moon isn't required. The 
first transformation is somewhat unpredictable, but it can be managed 
here, in the community. After the first time or two, the transformation is 
at will."

"That doesn't sound too bad. If you only change when you want to, then you
can just decide not to change and live in the real world."

"If only it were that simple, it wouldn't be much of a curse, at all."

"So, why is it so bad?"

"Firstly, the cursed blood is constantly calling out to you, demanding that 
you transform. Living amongst regular folk insures that you will eventually 
be caught and destroyed."

"So you're always wanting to go wild?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes. For a short time you're able to let go of your 
humanity and become a natural being. There's no other feeling like it. It's 
like a combination of excitement and tranquility."

"But you can't stay that way."

"No. We're not pure blooded Brynns, so we have to return to being Human."

"The Brynns weren't Human?"

"No. At least, not in the common way of thinking. The best way I've heard it
described is that the Brynns are of a different tribe."

"But if Connor Brynn was thrown out of their village over a thousand years 
ago, why are we cursed?"



"The curse is on his blood, the blood that we all carry. All the male 
descendants of Connor Brynn carry the blood curse, so that they might pass
it on."

"What about the girls?"

"Their curse is worse, in some ways. They grow and live normally, with no 
sign of the curse on them at all, except that as they grow older, the desire 
to have a child increases beyond all reason. They will do anything to 
conceive. While they are pregnant, they are content for a time. But once 
they give birth, they gradually begin to obsess about conceiving their next 
child."

"You must have tons of kids here, then."

"No. The curse changes them in another way. They don't have the ability to 
transform, like the men do. Their transformation is gradual and permanent.
As they age, they wither and deform. Not only do they become more bitter,
but also more desperate to conceive. Any man who approaches them at 
that point would be... it's an unpleasant death, to say the least."

"Is Dad going to be alright?"

"Yes. Although Ima is an old hag, to be sure, she and one or two others, 
have been able to overcome their base instincts so that they can remain a 
part of our society. For the other women who did not have the strength of 
will to retain their humanity, there is a large... castle, of sorts. It's more of
a labyrinth. We, in the town, call it the Coven. That's where the hags and 
crones are sent to live out their days, once they've borne their children. 
They're kept separate from us by a ravine and the only way across is a 
drawbridge, which we control."

"Why is dad going to talk to her?"

"Ima and her 'sisters' study the curse and the black arts to try and come up 
with answers. They not only seek an end to the curse, but also work to find
ways to ease its effects on all of us."

"They're witches?"



"Yes. Here, have some apple tarts. Watch out, they're still hot."

"If Dad's going there to ask for their help, then he must think that they 
have something to make Mom better."

"Yes. It's very likely that the cause of your mother's illness is mystical in 
nature, so there is a remote possibility."

"How? I mean, why now?"

"For whatever reason, when your father was your age, his curse never 
activated. He never gained the ability to transform or had any of the other 
'limitations'. Seeing this, his father, your grandfather, decided that your 
father belonged in the outside world. In facilitating his escape, your 
grandfather was killed."

"Escape? You mean that Dad was trapped here?"

"Yes. As are we all."

"We can't leave?"

"It's for your own safety as well as the safety of everyone you love in the 
outside world. Actually, why don't we save this discussion for when your 
father is with us? I have the feeling that some decisions will need to be 
made, so worrying about it now won't help anything."

"What about Mom?"

"If your father can find something that will help her, he will be allowed to 
leave to administer the remedy, but with the promise that he will return."

"Why does he have to come back? He's not one of you! You already said it!"

"Calm down, young Deimos. Your father's curse didn't awaken when he was 
your age, but it's awakening now, as yours awakens. The curse also befell 
your mother, as you approached your emergence."

"So all of this is happening because of us?!"

"No. All of this is happening because of a curse put on our bloodline over a 
thousand years ago. No one knows how or why certain things happen the 



way they do. I'm sure that your father has some regrets for the way things 
have turned out, but he was following his heart and living his dreams. 
Unfortunately, when a person does that, there are sometimes 
consequences."

"Is our mom going to become an old crone?"

"No. She's not of our bloodline. When one of our men marries an outsider 
and gets her pregnant, she typically dies in childbirth. However, if she were
to survive that, then she would soon after endure a slow painful death from
illness. Since your father's curse hadn't been activated before he met your 
mother, she didn't suffer that fate. It's only now that all your curses have 
been activated, that she's had anything other than a perfectly normal 
existence."

"What happens when a woman from here marries a guy from outside?"

"Typically, after she conceives, she either abandons her husband or murders
him, then returns here to bear her child. Occasionally, she'll stay, but then 
she'll become increasingly horrid and vindictive and if the man doesn't 
leave her, she might even be able to conceive a second child before she 
kills or abandons him. But it's worth noting that the man she leaves behind,
should he survive, does not have the curse bestowed upon him."

"As far as screwed up families go, I think we hit the jackpot."

"Looks like it."

"If you boys have finished, we have someplace that we need to go."

"Where are we going?"

"To visit a man. He may be your cousin or more likely, your second cousin. 
Our family tree is something of a challenge to keep up with. It's become 
our custom for you to refer to your more distant relatives by how they 
appear in relation to your age. Were he near to your age, you would call 
him 'cousin' as it is, just call him Uncle Dark."

"Uncle Dark? What kind of a name is that?"



"His name is Darcel, he goes by Dark. Don't worry about that now, he's a 
craftsman and has something that we need."

* * * * *

"Dark, I'd like for you to meet my great grandsons, Cain and Deimos. I was 
wondering if you might have something for them."

"Cain and Deimos? I like that. Let me get a light, then I'll take you around 
back to my workshop. I think I may have just what you need."

* * * * *

"Well boys, tell me honestly, what do you think?"

"It's probably one of the creepiest places I've ever been."

"Cain! Be nice!"

"That's alright, Lowell. Different people have different feelings about 
masks. And I'll admit that even though I'm the one who made them, there 
are times when their eyeless faces seem to be staring at me, looking into 
the void within me where a soul should be."

"Look through these masks and see if there are any of them that you like."

"What for?"

"Samhain... I mean, Halloween. There's going to be a party. Go ahead and 
look through the masks to find one that you like so we'll know what you're 
going to the party as."

"I don't know what some of these are."

"If it's something you like the look of, just ask and Dark will tell you all 
about it."

"What's this one? A dragon?"

"A wyvern. It's something like a dragon, but it's not full-fledged."

"Is this one a cat or a dog?"



"Somewhere in between, but technically a dog, I think. What you have 
there is a thylacine, also known as a Tasmanian Tiger."

"I like the color and the hair, but not the nose... it's not right."

"Really? How do you think it should be?"

"Something like this fox one, a half-mask."

"Would you like the fox half-mask, instead?"

"No. I really like this one, do you have one like it, just without the muzzle 
or snout or whatever you call the nose part."

"I'm not sure. Why don't you give me that one so I can look, and you can 
keep browsing to see if there are any others that you like?"

"Yeah. Sure."

"How is this wyvern thing not a dragon?"

"Typically, the european depiction of a dragon has four legs and a pair of 
wings on it's back. The wyvern has two legs and wings where arms would 
typically be. There are some claws or talons on the edge of the wing, 
forming something like a hand, but the last few fingers of that hand are 
webbed and elongated to carry on the next section of the wing."

"I can almost see it in my head. It's like something that I dreamed."

"Would you like to see a real dragon mask, so that you can compare them?"

"No. I like this one."

"What about you? Have you found any that you like better than the 
Tasmanian Tiger?"

"Not even close. But do you have another one without the snout?"

"No. But I will in a moment. Excuse me while I go into the back of the 
shop."

"Is there anything else that you'd like to look at, while we're here?"



"Chris... I mean, Cain. Come here and look at this one."

"What's that you have there?"

"A crow."

"No. That's a raven. Do you like that better than your Tasmanian Tiger?"

"No, not for me. But if Dad's going to be here, it'd be perfect for him."

"Yeah. I wasn't even thinking of Dad, but it's just right."

"Since your father isn't here to choose for himself, and since you've spent so
much more time with him than I have, recently, I'm inclined to go with your
instincts on the matter."

"I can't believe that out here in the middle of nowhere that you have a 
Halloween shop."

"I'm sure it will make sense, in time."

"Here you go, take a look at this and see what you think."

"Wow. That's perfect! It's exactly how I wanted it to be."

"Let me bag those up for you."

"Thank you, Dark. I appreciate all your help."

"Are you going to wait for the celebration to... you know?"

"No. After what happened with Ares, we can't take that chance, not at their
introduction to the entire community. We'll do it tonight, so we'll be sure."

"I suppose that's best. Let me know if you need my help."

* * * * *

"What were you talking about? Are we going to be making Halloween 
costumes tonight?"

"Something like that... Watch your step."



"I heard something in the trees, over there."

"Just keep moving. There's nothing here that will harm you."

"Are you sure?"

"Oh, yes. Quite sure."

* * * * *

"Boys, I suppose it's time to do this. I want to show you something."

"Hold on... Why are you taking off your clothes?"

"Just because you bought us some Halloween masks and fed us some pie 
doesn't mean we're going to do stuff."

"Please, relax. I just don't want to get my clothes torn up when I do this."

"Wow! Your body doesn't look old at all!"

"Neither does your face, really. Are you sure you're our great grandfather?"

"Yes. I'm sure. All will be explained, in time. Just watch."

"What are you doing?"

"This is something that the members of our family can do. You need to see 
this."

"Grandpa, you're freaking me out. Can you stop doing that?"

"Please, just watch a moment longer. Don't be afraid. I won't hurt you."

"You're turning into a dog!"

"A wolf, boy. A wolf."

* * * * *

"Um, nice Grandpa."

"Sit. Stay."



"Oh, crap! He's changing back, now."

"That looks like it's gotta hurt."

"Occasionally there is some pain, but the feeling of release makes it worth 
it."

"So you're a, what? Wolfman, right now?"

"That's right. This is my half-transformed state. If we're able, we're going to
try to get both of you to this state before the Samhain gathering, this 
weekend."

"Sow-win? Is that like Halloween?"

"Yes. That's exactly what it is. We just refer to it by its proper name."

"This is something more than a Halloween party, isn't it?"

"A bit more, but it's nothing to be worried about. This will simply be your 
introduction to our people. If you can show that you're able to transform, 
then regardless of where you grew up or how you were raised, you will be 
accepted."

"Are we going to have to get naked in front of other people?"

"Perhaps. First, we'll have to see how your transformations go. If it's 
possible for you to wear something to preserve your modesty when you 
transform, then we'll do that. In my case, the way my body's proportioned 
and with the tail, there's no practical way for me to wear the same piece 
of clothing in both forms."

"So you have to walk around all night with your junk hanging out?"

"Only the people seeing it for the first time give it a second look. Believe 
me, there are much more impressive sights to be seen."

"If the women all get old and mean, then there's just going to be guys 
there, right?"

"No. Grandmother Ima and her sisters may choose to join us. It's one of the 
few times that they'll come down off their mountain. Also, some of the 



virgin daughters of the village may attend. If they do, they're publically 
stating that they have given up their struggle against the curse and are 
resigned to their fate. Make no mistake, they will be there for the sole 
purpose of selecting a mate."

"That seems wrong."

"I know, but refusing them the opportunity would be worse. When we have 
a public function like this, we all hope that none of the virgins will attend. 
But those who do, we treat with compassion and sympathy. It should be a 
few years before you have to worry about that. Most of the girls are able to
hold out until they reach full maturity."

"I just don't want to be in a public place with my junk hanging out."

"Let me change back, then I'll help you with your transformations. Like I 
said, it may not be something that you have to worry about. You may be 
able to wear short pants or a loincloth when you transform."

"Do we have to get naked?"

"Yes."

"This is going to be weird."

"Yes. In many ways."

* * * * *

"Take your masks and put them on. They don't have any mystical powers or 
anything, at least, not that I'm aware. But for some reason it helps to make
the visualization within you work more smoothly, the first time or two. 
Besides, you really will wear the masks when we go to the Samhain 
celebration."

"Okay. I've got my dog-cat mask on. Now what?"

"Deimos, put your wyvern mask on so we may begin."

"Don't look at my junk."



"I've seen more 'junk' than you can imagine. Don't concern yourself with 
what I'm doing. Put your mask on."

"Okay."

"What do we do now?"

"Close your eyes and feel the power of the world around you. Reach out 
with your senses and tap into the energy of nature and the energy of the 
world. Draw in that energy and let it connect with your blood. Let it 
awaken within you. Let the ecstasy flow through your body as it becomes 
what it was always meant to be. Go to the place where you are being 
drawn. Give in. There's no reason to fight. I'm right here with you. I won't 
let anything bad happen to you. Just let it happen."

"I feel something."

"Draw it in. Let it happen."

"Am I supposed to be shaking?"

"Yes. You're feeling your emptiness, let it be filled."

"What am I filling it with?"

"The power of nature. The energy of the sun and the moon and all the 
stars. You, in your limited and finite self, are tapping into a well of power 
greater than you can imagine. Drink. It's there for you."

"I feel it..."

"That's right, Deimos. You're doing better than I expected. Continue on. Let
it finish."

"I'm going."

"You're fine, Cain. I can see the changes. Just let it happen."

"Grrr r r."

"Don't try to talk, Deimos. You've nearly completed the transformation. Now
you only have your animal voice."



"Grrr."

"That's fine. Just take a moment to experience what it feels like to be in 
your animal form, then I'll talk you through changing back."

"Bark."

"Yes. I see, Cain. You've done very well. Do as I told your brother and make 
note of what you're feeling, right now."

"Grrr."

"Bark."

"Yes, yes. Don't be concerned. All you have to do now is remember what it 
feels like to take off the mask and be yourself again. Remember what it 
feels like to be the person you were when you woke up this morning."

"Don't allow yourselves to become frightened or frustrated. This is no more 
difficult than your transformation a moment ago. Now you're just returning 
to your waking forms. It's the simplest thing in the world, just be 
yourselves."

"Did I really just become a dog?"

"Yes. A very special dog."

"That was AWESOME!"

"I'm glad you think so. That was the most difficult thing that we had to do 
tonight. The next bit isn't too bad."

"Can we put our clothes back on, now?"

"Not just yet. If we can get you to stop in a half-transformed state, we'll 
see if there will be any way to hide your... 'junk' at the Samhain celebration
this Saturday."

"Okay, what do we have to do?"

"You'll do your transformation, just like you did before, but this time, you'll 
talk to me as you're doing it. As soon as you lose the ability to speak in 



Human language, back up a little and stop. You may not have the control to
fully stabilize your form, just yet, but it doesn't take much practice."

"Do you want us to start?"

"Deimos, why don't you start while your brother and I watch? It will be 
easier to talk to just one of you as you're trying to gain control."

"Alright, you just want me to talk while I'm trying to transform at the same 
time, is that it?"

"Yes. Go ahead. Whenever you're ready."

"It's hard to do both at the same time. I keep losing my concentration."

"It gets easier. Soon, it will be no more challenging than pulling on a pair of
socks."

"Okay, I think I've got it. I think I like my wyvern thing, but I still don't get 
how a fantasy creature can be real like this."

"It's a mystical curse. If it depended on only what was 'real' to function, it 
wouldn't work at all."

"I guess that makes sense... Grrr."

"Now back yourself up, just a bit, and see if you can hold that state."

"It's harder than it sounds. Being a person or a wyvern is easier because 
they're at opposite ends. But trying to stop at one place in between... I 
don't know. It feels like I'm going to slip in one direction or the other."

"You may. It's not unheard of. But if you can manage to hold this state for a 
time, then I have no doubt that you'll do fine at the celebration."

"Is there a way I don't have to walk around with my junk hanging out for 
everyone to see?"

"Let me see... Yes. This works out very well. In your half-transformed state,
your tail isn't manifested at all. With your wings, there's no way you can 
wear a shirt. And your talons would preclude you from wearing shoes. But if
you wanted to wear some sort of short pants, that shouldn't be a problem."



"What about me?"

"Go ahead and try to do as Deimos has done, and we'll see what we can do 
for you."

"So I'm supposed to talk while I'm changing? I don't know what to talk 
about."

"Can you tell me how I look? I can't really see myself."

"You look wicked cool, D. I think you could scare the bejezus out of just 
about anyone looking like that."

"That's not helping. What do I look like?"

"You've got a dragon face, almost like your mask. Your feet are these really 
big, like chicken feet with sharp claws. And your arms have these bones 
that I guess are like your fingers going down like spines through your wings.
Yip."

"Back up, just a little bit. You're almost there."

"Okay. That wasn't as bad as I thought it would be."

"Do you feel in control? Or do you feel like you're slipping?"

"Um, I... think I've got it. I feel like I could hold it here all day."

"There's no way you can cover that up, is there?"

"What? Oh, man! And it's all furry, too!"

"It's sheathed. You'll have time to explore all the functions of your new 
equipment, later. But for now, let me take a look at you. Would you turn 
around?"

"Yeah. Those tiger stripes look awesome, but you got a tail. So no pants for 
you."

"No. Not pants. But considering the positioning of his 'junk', I think we 
should be able to fashion a rather nice loincloth. Let me see. I think I've 
got one around here somewhere. Just a moment."



* * * * *

"What's it feel like?"

"It's incredible. I feel like this is what I always should have been. What 
about you?"

"Are you kidding? I've always loved dragons! This is the best!"

"You look really awesome... you know, in a nightmare kind of a way."

"Yeah. You, too. I just realized that you kind of look like Grandpa when he's 
half-changed. I mean, not the tiger stripes, but around the face."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Except your jaw. That looks different."

"Different, how?"

"Whoa! It's like half your head unhinged when you did that! You've got the 
wildest, most wicked bite I've ever seen! You look like you could swallow a 
whole thanksgiving turkey in one bite."

"Well, since I like eating as much as you like dragons, I guess that works 
out."

* * * * *

"Here we go. Good! It looks like you've both been able to hold your 
transformations. You shouldn't have any problem at the celebration."

"Do you have something for me to wear?"

"Yes. Just turn around and I'll fasten it on you. We'll need to see how much 
it needs to be adjusted for your transformation back to fully Human."

"Just tell me what I have to do."

"There. Tell me what you think of that."

"It's a hanky on a string."



"True. But that's all you need to keep your private bits private, isn't it?"

"I guess so. How does it look?"

"Actually, I think it looks pretty cool. Maybe I'll wear something like that 
too."

"Are you going to want another 'hanky' to cover your backside?"

"I don't care about that. I just don't want my dick hanging out."

"If you'll give me another few minutes, I should be able to come up with 
another loincloth for you, then we can try them out while you're doing 
transformations. It's possible that we may need to use elastic if your waist 
size changes too drastically."

"It looks about the same to me."

"I believe you're right. I'll be right back."

* * * * *

"Grandpa Lowell is kinda cool. I wish Dad would've brought us here sooner."

"He wanted for us to grow up like regular Humans."

"But we are regular Humans, aren't we? I mean, we're just this, too."

"No. I don't think it works that way. If it did, Grandpa Lowell and Uncle 
Dark would be living in cities and stuff, around regular people."

"This is why the people back in town were looking at us funny, isn't it?"

"Probably, but I don't know how they knew we weren't like them."

"Maybe they recognized Dad."

"Maybe. Remember, he went into the restaurant, first, and made us wait in 
the car. He must have known that they'd act like that."

"They're scared of us."



"Considering that I'm looking into the face of a dragon, I think I can 
understand why."

"Your face isn't the stuff dreams are made of, especially when you open 
your mouth wide... By the way, what happened to our masks?"

"Yours is over there, on the couch. I think it came off when you did your 
full transformation."

"Let's find yours. We don't want them to get beat up before the Saw-wen 
celebration."

"I never really cared too much about going to parties and stuff. But I think 
I'm looking forward to this."

"Me, too."

"Here it is!"

"Did it get banged up?"

"No. It's made mostly of wood. It's fine."

"Uncle Dark really did a good job making these."

"I like that he fixed mine so it'd be right. It's perfect."

* * * * *

"Here we go. A stitch here, a stitch there and it's done."

"Thanks Grandpa."

"Turn around and I'll fasten it for you. Then I'll have you both transform 
back to your fully human forms, so you can see if they need adjustment."

"Walking with my feet like this is kind of tough."

"You have wings. You don't need to walk except for when you're inside."

"Good point. Do you think I can really fly?"



"I don't know about in your half-transformed state, but in your full 
transformation, you should be able to. Turn around."

"How do we look?"

"Perfectly respectable. Nobody's 'junk' is on display. Now, both of you, 
become fully Human for me, so I can check the fit."

"That was really easy!"

"It gets easier with practice."

"So, how does it look, now?"

"Is the string around your waist too tight?"

"Yeah, a little, maybe. Not too bad."

"Mine, too."

"Let me adjust them, then you can change back to your half forms."

"So, when we go, we'll just wear our regular clothes and remember to wear
these underneath?"

"Oh, no. There wouldn't be any point to that. Tomorrow, we're going to 
make you some good and proper costumes to go with your masks. Most 
likely you'll be wearing robes or loose fitting garments that you can remove
easily so that you'll be able to transform at the proper point in the 
evening."

"Are people going to freak out on there being strangers there?"

"Those who don't know your father might be understandably curious, but 
there are several small family compounds throughout these woods and they
all tend to stay to themselves and only venture out this one time of the 
year. They come into Brynnhollow to sell their crops and buy supplies for 
the coming winter. They might be bringing youngsters with them that no 
one in the area has ever seen before. The younger children are usually left 
at home in the family compound and only those who have reached your age
are allowed to come to town."



"Can I change now?"

"Yes. I'm done. See how that works."

"Me, too?"

"Yes. Go ahead."

"It's a little looser, but it still works."

"Actually, it looks fine, hanging loose like that."

"Go ahead, Deimos, change for me."

"Oh, yeah."

"I see what you mean. No one should have a problem with that."

"Just to confirm, neither of you has a problem with showing your bare 
behind?"

"It's just a butt. Everybody's got one."

"That's right. But thanks for not wearing shorts. I'd feel funny if I was the 
only one going bare assed."

"Believe me, you'll see more than your share of bare everything, plus some 
things that I'm sure you won't be able to identify, before the celebration's 
over. Why don't you two change back now, and get into your regular 
clothes? We need to start getting ready for bed, soon."

"Shouldn't we wait until Dad gets back?"

"Oh, no. He won't be back until morning. It's far too dangerous for him to 
travel much after dark."

"But from what you were saying, isn't it going to be dangerous for him to 
stay at Grandma Ima's house?"

"She has a very nice cage where he'll be able to spend the night."

"She's going to lock him in a cage?!"



"No. She'll give him the key so that he can lock himself in the cage. It's not 
to keep him in, it's to keep Ima and her sisters out, should they lose control
of themselves at some point during the night."

"This has been one crazy day. Magic, curses, shapeshifting, and horney 
witches."

"When your father gets here in the morning, we'll see if he can manage his 
transformation. If he can, then we're going to have a lot of work to do to 
prepare for the celebration."

"You mean, besides costume making?"

"I don't just sit here, making loincloths for unknown relatives who might 
just pop in. I have goods and wares to sell in the market in Brynnhollow, so 
I'll be able to buy supplies. If you two are going to be staying here, I'm 
going to be counting on you to help."

"But what if Dad comes back with something to help Mom? We may have to 
leave with him."

"We'll deal with that if and when the time comes, but for now, we have to 
make plans to prepare for you to stay here. Otherwise, we won't have what
we need for you to survive the coming winter."

"Just tell us what we need to do, and we'll do it."

"First, quit stalling and change back to your Human forms."

* * * * *

"Are you two ready for the best night of sleep that you've ever had?"

"It's a blanket on the floor."

"Yes. That it is. But that's not what's going to make it special. When you're 
ready for bed, both of you do your full transformations. Being in your 
animal forms will allow you to sleep in a way that you never thought 
possible."

"Do we have to go to bed right now?"



"No. You can stay up for a bit, if you like. I'll be asleep in the next room, in 
my wolf form, if you should need me."

"Thanks, Grandpa Lowell. Have a good sleep."

* * * * *

"I'm worried about Mom."

"I know. Me, too. But that's the reason that Dad came here, to maybe find a
way to help her."

"Do you think we'll ever be able to see her again?"

"I don't know. But considering what we just found out about, maybe it's best
if we don't."

"Yeah. When Grandpa started talking about all that magic stuff, I thought 
he was full of it. But now, after what we just did... we're cursed."

"I know. But it's funny. Somehow, I don't feel cursed. I mean, yeah, there's 
stuff we can't do, now. And I'm going to miss our friends... but things like 
this happen all the time, to normal people. If Dad got a new job or wanted 
to go back home after... you know, if she doesn't get better. It'd be the 
same thing. Things like this happen to everyone. I can't really blame it on 
the curse."

"But we're going to be leaving behind everything that we ever knew."

"You say that like it's a bad thing."

"No more video games."

"No. But we get to transform into animals and live in a place where other 
people do, too."

"No more hanging out with our friends."

"We'll make new friends, the kind that can shapeshift and fly and who 
knows what else."

"No more... cafeteria food."



"Wait, which side are you on?"

"I don't know if it's going to be as great as you're thinking, but I see what 
you're saying. I'll give it a chance."

"Yeah. Now, I guess we'd better go to bed."

* * * * *

"Grrr."

"Yelp."

"You boys get up and get dressed. Breakfast will be ready in just a few 
minutes."

"You were right about sleeping in our animal forms. I don't think I've ever 
slept so well."

"I have to admit, seeing you in your dog form, curled up against your 
dragon brother, was a beautiful sight to wake to."

"Where's the bathroom?"

"Good morning to you, too, Deimos. And it depends. If you're going in your 
human form, there's a water closet just past the kitchen, to the right. If 
you're going in your animal form, you have the whole outdoors to choose 
from. Just keep it away from the house."

"I think I'll do it Human style, for now. I really need to go."

"Do you need any help with breakfast?"

"No, thank you, Cain. This is nearly finished. But if you'd like to help, you 
can put away that quilt for me."

"Yeah. Sure."

"By the time you're done with that, the food should be on the table."

* * * * *

"Something smells good."



"Dad!"

"Dad!"

"How did things go, Ares?"

"Grandma Ima wasn't sure if it would work, she's never had a chance to test
it before. But she thinks that since Andrea isn't blood kin, that she might be
able to lift the curse on her."

"Mom's going to be alright?"

"I hope so. But this is all that I can do for her. Grandma Ima said that if I do
this, that we're going to have to stay far away from your mother. Any 
contact with us could reawaken the curse and then there'd be no way of 
ever undoing it."

"Sit down, Ares, and have some breakfast."

"I don't have time. I have to get the cure to Andrea while I can still resist 
the transformation."

"You're going to be driving for a full day. And unless I miss my guess, you're 
not going to stop unless there's dire need. You need to start out with a full 
stomach."

"Can we go with you?"

"The boys were both able to transform last night, so it won't be possible for
them to leave."

"Really? You had them transform before the ceremony?"

"Yes. It seemed best to be sure."

"Why can't we go with you? We want to see Mom."

"I'm sorry. But if you've both transformed, then it's too dangerous for you to
go into the outside world. As it is, it's going to take every bit of my 
concentration to keep from transforming before I get back."



"But I can transform whenever I want. I can go with you and just not 
change myself."

"You may think that now, Deimos. But the desire to change becomes 
increasingly overwhelming. Even though you spent the night in your animal 
form, I would wager that you're already feeling the desire to change again."

"Deimos? The god of fear? That's an interesting choice."

"You don't like it?"

"No. I think it's a wonderful name. It's just going to take me some time to 
get used to it. For the past twelve years I've been calling you David."

"My new name is Cain."

"Somehow, I expected Phobos."

"Grandpa suggested that, but I like Cain better. Besides, it starts with a C, 
like Christopher, so that'll help you remember."

"I suppose it will. Thanks for the meal, Grandpa Lowell. I really need to get
going if I'm going to make it back tonight."

"The boys will be fine, here with me. Do you think you'll be able to make it 
back before the Samhain celebration?"

"It's going to be close, but I'll do everything in my power to make it back on
time. I'm almost twenty years overdue for this ceremony."

"Tell Mom that we love her."

"I will. Now come here and give me hugs. I've got to go."

* * * * *

"Boys, we have quite a bit of work ahead of us today, so I'm going to need 
your help."

"What do we have to do besides make costumes?"



"We'll make the costumes tonight, when our work is done. But right now we
need to load up the cart with all the things we're going to be selling in 
town."

"I feel something funny. I feel like I'm starting to change."

"Yes. That's going to happen. Do you have your loincloth on?"

"No. I didn't put it on this morning."

"If you want to conceal your 'junk', then you'd better put it on."

"Me, too?"

"Yes. Both of you are going to feel the need to transform from time to 
time. When you're in a situation where it's acceptable, it's best that you go 
ahead and do it. If you try and fight it for too long, it's going to happen 
whether you want it to or not."

"Dad didn't take our suitcases out of the car! We've only got the clothes 
that we're wearing!"

"Your style of clothing is a bit unusual for Brynnhollow. When we get into 
town, I'll get both of you clothes that are more in keeping with the local 
style."

* * * * *

"Did you make all of this stuff?"

"No. I tend to do mostly sewing and intricate woodworking. Throughout the 
year, people will come to me and ask me to do special jobs for them. Some 
pay in cash, others pay in barter. So, while I made many of the things in the
cart, there is also a good share that other people made."

"How far is it to the town?"

"We have about another hour of walking."

"Wouldn't it be easier if we rode in the cart?"



"No. This isn't a wagon for riding. It's a cart for hauling. Besides, as long as 
I'm able to walk, I plan on doing so."

"Is this horse a real horse?"

"Yes. Dibbin is just an average, run of the mill, horse. But before the week 
is over it wouldn't surprise me if you met more than one person who could 
shift into a horse form."

"Are we going to have to stay in our Human forms when we get into town?"

"Yes. Appearing in public in the light of day in your transformed state is 
considered to be a sign that you're unable to control yourself. I suppose it's 
akin to what people feel toward derelicts or drunkards when they 
encounter them."

"Oh. I thought we were going to a town of shapeshifters."

"We are. But society still has it's rules. After dark, the restrictions are 
relaxed, somewhat. And, of course, people can do whatever they want in 
the privacy of their own homes."

"But we're going to have to spend all day, looking like people?"

"Yes. It will be good practice for you. And if you'll let me know when it's too
overwhelming for you, we'll find a discreet place for you to change, for a 
bit."

"Yeah, Cain. At least you'll be able to do your full transformation and just 
look like a crazy little stripey dog-cat thing. There's no way I could pass for 
a natural creature when I'm transformed."

"That's true."

"Grandpa, would you mind if I transform for a few minutes? I'll stay right 
with you, but if all we're doing right now is walking, I think I'd be more 
comfortable that way."

"Yes. That's fine. Just be sure to change back when I tell you to."

"Walking is harder when I'm in my animal form."



"Yeah. But you can fly."

"Can I?"

"Yes. It's most likely that you can fly. But I wouldn't recommend you doing 
so right now. The canopy of treetops would make it difficult for you, 
especially since you don't have any experience. And if you went above the 
canopy, then you'd be at risk of attracting attention. No, it's best if you 
confine your flying to nighttime, when we're on our own property."

"It looks like we'd better get over that thing about showing our junk. If 
we're going to be transforming all the time, we're going to spend a lot of 
time naked."

"You'll adapt... Cain, don't get too close to Dibbin. He might step on you."

* * * * *

"Wow. This place looks like something out of the history books."

"I suppose it is something like taking a step back in time. The only modern 
conveniences that we've adopted are those that actually make our lives 
significantly easier. For example, if I can still do my work with Dibbin and a
cart, then I don't need a truck."

"Where are we going?"

"We're just going to walk along until we find a nice, open spot where we 
can stop and begin to sell our wares."

"This is nothing like going to the mall, back home."

"I don't know about that. It may not be inside and air conditioned, but it's 
still a bunch of different shops, everywhere you turn."

"That's right, Cain. Most of the differences you recognize here aren't really 
all that different when you stop and think about it."

"Is that a good place?"

"Yes. Thank you, Deimos. That will do quite nicely."



* * * * *

"Will you boys stay here and sell my wares while I go to make arrangements
for my winter supplies?"

"There's no prices on anything. How will we know how much to sell things 
for?"

"I think that most of the people you'll be trading with today will be doing so
for barter. Those that trade in currency will probably arrive sometime 
tomorrow."

"I still don't know how much something costs."

"If you have something that someone wants, they'll make you an offer. If it 
sounds like a fair trade, you accept. If not, then you may decide to haggle. 
Honestly, it's unlikely that anyone will stop to do more than look at what 
you're selling, this early in the day. Most people are just going around, 
seeing what's on offer so that they can come back later to trade for the 
things they decided that they want."

"Okay. We can try."

"Thank you. Just now, I'm going to take Dibbin to the stable where he can 
be tended, then I'll start arranging supplies for the winter."

* * * * *

"That one looks like it took a really long time to make. Did you make it?"

"No. Our grandfather did."

"You two are twins! I don't think there's ever been twins here before."

"There are other twins, here, just none close to our age. By the way, my 
name is Jim, this is my little brother, Tannis. You'll have to excuse him, he's
excited. This is the first time he's been allowed to come into town."

"It's alright. It's our first time here, too. I'm Deimos and this is my brother, 
Cain."



"But you're not from one of the family compounds, are you? From the look 
of your clothes, you're from outside."

"Yeah. That's right."

"I didn't know anyone came here from outside, ever."

"We don't really know much about it, but from what Grandpa's been saying, 
it sounds like it doesn't happen very often."

"What's it like out there?"

"Different in some ways. A lot louder. A lot busier."

"A lot less friendly."

"So, it's not better?"

"It's what we grew up with. It's all we know. So, it's hard for us to be able to
say if it's better or not. We're still trying to figure things out about this 
place."

"Boys, have you found something?"

"We were just looking at this carved box. It looks like it took a long time to 
make."

"Yes. It's very nice. That looks like Lowell Brynner's work."

"Yes, Sir. Lowell Brynner is our great grandpa. We're Cain and Deimos 
Brynner."

"It's nice to meet you, boys. I'm Drake Brynnynn. Are you Ares' sons?"

"Yes."

"I haven't seen him in years. Is he here?"

"No, he had to take care of something. He's going to try to be back before 
the Samhain celebration."

"I always wondered what happened to him. I'm glad that he's back."



"We'll be sure to let him know that you asked about him."

"Boys, we need to go look at some cold weather clothes for you."

"Can I stay here? I'm just going to end up wearing Jim's castoffs from last 
year, anyway."

"Will you stay right here until we get back?"

"Yeah."

"Is that alright with you boys?"

"Yes. That's fine."

"We'll be back before very long."

* * * * *

"Did you want to stay so you could find out about the outside world?"

"No. Jim's the one who cares about that. I know that the people there are 
different from us and that if they knew we was here, that they'd hate us. I 
don't think I want to know more than that about them."

"We didn't even know about this place before yesterday, so I can't be sure 
about all of it, but you're probably right."

"Are you going to live here, now?"

"Yeah. It's looking that way."

"Are you... I mean, can you..."

"Can I what?"

"You know about how the people here are different from the people 
outside, right?"

"Yeah. We just found out about that last night."

"So... I mean, if they told you. Does that mean that you're... like us?"



"Yes. That's why we're staying."

"Jim says that I may still be too young and that I'll probably have to wait for
next year, but Dad says that it's time for me. I'm going to find out for sure 
this Saturday."

"So you haven't changed, yet?"

"No. I can feel it and I want to do it. But Dad says that I'm supposed to 
wait. It's supposed to be good luck for your family if you can do it for your 
first time out in front of everyone at the celebration."

"I hadn't heard that."

"How old are you?"

"We're twelve."

"I'll be twelve in a few weeks. That's why Jim says that I'm still too young."

"If you're feeling it, then you're probably old enough."

"That's what I said, but Jim says that I'm only feeling what I want to feel. 
And that it's not real."

"How old is Jim?"

"He's fourteen. Some people treat him funny because they think his real 
name is James, but it's really Jimson. I don't know why he still wants us to 
call him Jim. Anyway, our family's all herbalists for as far back as anyone 
remembers. If you ever need some herbal remedies or anything like that, 
our dad has everything."

"That's good to know. The only people we've met since we've been here are 
our great grandfather and Uncle Dark."

"My brother told me about Dark, but we just got here this morning. We 
haven't seen his stand, yet, but they said that he always has a bunch of 
masks for the ceremony. I can't wait to pick mine out!"

"How are you boys doing? It looks like you've made a new friend."



"Yeah. This is Tannis Brynnynn. It's his first time here, too."

"Brynnynn, you say? You wouldn't happen to be Mandrake's son, would you?"

"Yes. Do you know my Dad?"

"Oh, yes. I've dealt with your father many times. He's a good man."

"Tannis is waiting here while his father and brother buy new winter clothes.
That's okay, isn't it?"

"Yes. That's fine. It turns out that the people I need to speak with haven't 
opened their shop, yet. So I'll try again later."

"Do you want to come to Dark's shop with me when my dad gets back?"

"Sure, if Grandpa doesn't need us to stay."

"No, no. I've got all day to get my things arranged. You may go with your 
friend, if you like."

"Actually, his dad's going to come back here for him, but did you happen to 
notice where Uncle Dark set up his stuff? That's where Tannis and his family
wanted to go next."

"I seem to recall Dark mentioning that he had made arrangements with 
Mason to set up a display in his front room. I don't know if Dark's arrived 
yet, but that would be the best place to look for him. It's up this street, 
three houses past the stable on your left."

"Thanks Mr... Um, if you told me your name, I forgot it."

"Lowell Brynner. But just call me Grandpa Lowell."

* * * * *

"It looks like we're all set for winter clothes."

"Dad, this is Grandpa Lowell. He said I could call him that. He knows where 
Dark set up his shop. Can we go there now?"



"Hello, Lowell. It's good to see you again. Please excuse Tannis. This is his 
first time in town and he's a little excited about it."

"That's fine. Have you met my great grandsons?"

"Yes. Cain and Deimos. We spoke earlier."

"Grandpa Lowell told us where Dark's shop is. Can we go now?"

"It's not assured that Dark has had time to set up shop, it's still early. But I 
recall where he was planning to show his wares this year."

"Well, since the other place I wanted to visit hasn't opened yet, I suppose 
that we might as well go and check it out."

"Can Cain and Deimos go, too?"

"Yes. That would be fine."

* * * * *

"How are you two liking it here so far?"

"It's still too new, too different, for us to really be able to compare it to 
what we're used to."

"I don't know if you know about this, but some of the adults, you know, 
once they've mastered their self-control, sometimes go to visit the 'outer 
world'. Some do it to satisfy their curiosity and others do it to get a sense 
of how the world's progressing and how close they are to discovering us."

"We thought from the way our grandfather talked about it, that we weren't 
ever going to get to go back."

"You may not. If you can't master your self control, then you certainly can't 
go out. And many of us, myself included, have made the trip, but don't 
have any desire to see it more than once."

"Do people ever come here from the outside? I mean, like strangers just 
exploring, or something?"



"Yes. Very rarely, but it happens. Most of them are easy enough to 
discourage, but occasionally there are teens or young adults from town who
'dare' each other to go into the Brynnhollow Woods for some sort of a 
thrill... and occasionally, they get more than they bargained for."

"Grandpa said three houses past the stable on the left, that should be it, 
right up there."

"That's Mason's. He's one of our runners."

"Runner? What's that?"

"Although we try to be as self sufficient as possible here, there are some 
things we just can't produce ourselves. The runners make 'runs' into the 
outside world to gather the things we need as quickly and discreetly as 
possible."

"Like what? I haven't seen anything from the outside world, here."

"I don't know too much of it, but mostly textiles and foodstuffs, as far as I 
know. There are things we simply can't grow or manufacture for ourselves."

"If you're buying things, you must be selling things, too."

"Yes. Again, I don't know too much about it, but as I understand it, some of 
our goods are sold to the outside. I even contribute some of my herbs to 
the cause, when there's a call for them."

* * * * *

"Hello?"

"I'm back here, I'll be out in just a minute. Go ahead and look around."

"Go ahead, Tannis. The masks are right over there. See if there are any that
you like."

"He's got chewing gum!"

"Yes. When Mason's out, he picks up a few odd and end things that people 
might like and sells them here. I know it seems like he's breaking the rules 
by doing it, but I think everyone realizes that it would be impossible to 



keep us completely separated from the outside. Allowing a few simple 
things like this to be brought in helps to ease the sense of confinement that
some of our people feel."

"Have you found anything that you like?"

"Uncle Dark!"

"Hello, boys. I didn't expect to see you in here. Did everything go alright 
last night?"

"Yeah. Everything went great!"

"Good. Drake, it's good to see you. What can I get for you today?"

"There are a few things that I asked Mason to pick up for me, do you know 
anything about that?"

"No. He's out on a run, right now. But he should be back before nightfall. 
Check back and you can ask him about it."

"That's fine. We'll be here until after the celebration. Speaking of that, 
Tannis is going to need a mask."

"It looks to me like he's already found them. Just let me know when he's 
picked one out."

"Thanks, Dark. He hasn't been able to talk about anything else for months."

"Jimson, was it? I haven't seen you for a while. How are you doing?"

"I'm doing fine... Is it okay for us to buy these things?"

"That's what Mason gets them for. What were you interested in?"

"I don't know... there's so much to choose from and we usually only come 
into town once a year. So I want something that will last."

"Take your time."

"You guys are from outside. What do you think would be good for me to 
choose?"



"I know it's probably not what you're looking for, but there's only one thing I
see here that I think I'd like to have."

"What's that?"

"That book, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone; I think that if I was 
going to be in a place for a long time, that I'd want a good book that I could
enjoy and read over and over again."

"It looks like a little kid's book."

"Yeah. I don't know why they chose that cover art, but the book is really 
good... at least, that's what I've heard. I haven't read it, yet."

"If I get it, maybe you could borrow it when I'm done."

"Don't you only come to town once a year?"

"Dad does. But I'm old enough that I can go to town whenever I want... I 
just haven't had any reason to, so far."

"What about Tannis?"

"We'll know on Saturday."

"I want this one!"

"What did you pick out?"

"I like it because it already looks like me... well, except for the horns."

"So you weren't trying to get one like your dad's?"

"No! I don't think I ever saw Dad's mask. And this doesn't look anything like 
his other face."

"I suppose not. Well, what do you say, Drake? Are you ready to have a faun 
in the family?"

"I can't think of anything that would please me more."

"Is that everything for you, then?"



"Do you want that book, Jim?"

"Can I have it?"

"Yes. As long as you'll let your brother read it when you're finished, that is, 
if he wants to."

"Yes. Thank you."

"I think you'll enjoy it."

"Thank you, Deimos. As soon as Tannis and I are done reading it, I'll bring it 
to your house so that you can read it, too."

"Yeah. Thanks. I'd like that."

* * * * *

"What kind of mask did you get, Cain?"

"You'll just have to wait until Saturday to see it."

"That's no fair! You saw mine! I want to see yours!"

"Tannis, we're in town. I don't think that's the sort of thing that you want to
be yelling at the top of your lungs as you walk down the street."

"I'm sorry, Tannis. You're right, that wouldn't be fair. My mask is of a 
thylacine."

"I don't know what that is."

"That's okay. I didn't know either. A thylacine is also known as a Tasmanian 
Tiger. That's all I can really tell you about it. You'll have to wait until 
Saturday to see it for yourself."

"Thanks for telling me, Cain. Usually, when Jim's around, people just talk to
him and act like I'm not even there."

"Well, if I'm understanding how things work, all that's going to change in 
just a few days."



"Maybe, if Jim will let me, I can come to visit when he brings your brother 
his book."

"That'd be great."

* * * * *

"Wow! That was a long day!"

"But did you boys have a good time?"

"Yeah. It sure was busier in the afternoon than it was in the morning."

"Many people have to travel a long distance and carry their goods with 
them, so they don't arrive until later in the day. Also, those who arrive 
early tend to see what the sellers have to offer before making any 
purchases. Tomorrow will be far busier. I'm sure that I'm going to need both 
your help."

"Isn't someone going to steal your stuff, leaving it there, like that?"

"If someone happens along and finds something that they want, they'll 
leave something of equal value in its place. And if, by some odd chance, a 
person happens along who is in dire need and takes something without 
payment, then I want for him to have it, to ease his burden."

"It's a whole lot different from where we lived. We couldn't even leave our 
bikes outside in our own driveway."

"We encourage people to be their best selves."

"But what happens if they're not?"

"Corrective actions are taken."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"I suggest that you don't misbehave so that you won't have to find out."

* * * * *



"I thought you'd bring the horse home with us, instead of leaving him in the 
stable in town."

"No. I see no reason for him to make the trip both ways without anything to
carry."

"It just seems weird... walking to get home."

"From what little I know of the outside world, it has become an unfamiliar 
concept."

"I don't know about anyone else, but I feel like I'm about to lose control of 
my transformation."

"Yeah. I've been itching to change for the last few hours. I almost lost it a 
couple times."

"You've both done very well today. Since it's getting dark, I don't think there
would be any harm if we were to shift and make our way home in animal 
form."

"What about our clothes?"

"One of us will have to carry them."

"Why are you looking at me?"

"Because, Deimos, you have taloned feet that would be excellent for 
carrying bundles of cloth."

"Okay. But you guys stick around until I'm sure that I can fly. I don't want to 
have to walk all the way to the house, carrying your clothes."

"We will wait."

* * * * *

"So, how was the flying?"

"Better than in my dreams."

"I like my animal form, but... well, flying would be nice, too."



"If you want, I can take you for a quick flight before it gets too dark."

"Is that okay, Grandpa?"

"Yes. That sounds like a very good idea. Just don't go too high. The higher 
you go, the more visible you become."

"I'll just circle the house a few times, so Cain can feel what it's like."

"What do I have to do?"

"Go ahead and change all the way. That way you'll be easy to carry."

"You're not going to scratch me with those big dragony claws of yours, are 
you?"

"No promises. But I'll try to be careful."

"Don't stay out too long. We still have things to do before we retire for the 
evening."

* * * * *

"Grandpa? Did you pick up my clothes?"

"Yes. They're in the living room."

"Thanks."

"What did you need for us to do next?"

"We need to work on your costumes. We're going to have other things to do 
tomorrow night, so this will be your last chance."

"While we're doing this, can we make one for Dad, too?"

"Since you've already picked out his mask, I think that might be a very good
idea."

"I wish I knew how Mom was doing."

"Try to be assured that your father is doing absolutely everything in his 
power to see that she will recover."



"I know. But I still wish I knew."

* * * * *

"Before we begin, you need to decide what you want your finished costume
to look like. That doesn't mean that it will end up looking that way, but it's 
a good place to start."

"Since I've never seen anyone else's costumes, I don't know where to begin."

"I can show you mine, but you'll have to keep in mind that I've added 
embellishments to it most years since I first created it. So mine is the 
product of over a century of work."

"How old are you?"

"One hundred sixteen... no, seventeen... what year is it?"

"It's 2015."

"Right, then I'm one hundred seventeen years old."

"But you don't look like you're older than fifty or sixty."

"Yes. Well, we're a long lived people. I don't know if it's the curse or a side 
effect of the shape changing ability, but we tend to live quite a long time."

"Does that mean we're going to look like we're twelve years old for the next
twenty years?"

"No. You should continue to age normally until you enter adulthood. Then 
your aging should slow. However, that being said, not everyone ages the 
same way. Some age normally, some age too quickly, there really isn't any 
way to determine which way things will go."

"Okay. But can we see your costume? I really don't have a clue of where to 
start."

"This may take me a minute. While I'm gone, why don't you go through that 
chest in the living room and take a look at the fabrics that are available for
you to work with."



* * * * *

"Grandpa! That's amazing!"

"That's nothing like I thought it was going to be. I thought you were going to
just try to make a wolf costume."

"What point would there be to that? My costume emphasizes some of the 
most terrifying aspects of the wolf... and the wolfman, I suppose."

"Is that barbed wire wrapped around your fists?"

"It's just made to look that way. I did that in the 1960's. I was feeling a bit 
rebellious back then."

"Your costume is AWESOME!"

"There is one other feature of the costume that you have to keep in mind. 
You need to be able to slip out of it easily and do your transformation."

"What?! I didn't even see you change. It's like when you took off that cape 
thing, your Human form just fell away with it."

"That's the effect I was trying for. Although what we'll be attending is 
essentially a costume contest, there's more than a little theater involved."

"If it's a costume contest, what's the prize?"

"The respect and admiration of the entire community."

"Yeah. I guess that kinda beats a twenty dollar gift card to Game Stop."

"Remember, you've only got this one night. Do what you're going to do. 
There won't be another chance."

"Do you have anything like paint or fabric dye? I'm going to need tiger 
stripes."

"I believe that we'll be able to come up with something."

"I need something sparkly, for trim."

"Don't forget, you were also wanting to make something for your father."



* * * * *

"Are you two planning to sleep all day?"

"Grrr."

"Don't take that tone with me, young man. You either get up or you'll go 
without breakfast."

"Sorry, Grandpa. I was sleeping so good. I didn't want to get up."

"Wake your brother. We have much to do."

"It's not even light out."

"We can't afford to loll around, waiting for the sun to rise. Today is going to
be a busy day."

"Come on, Cain. It's time to wake up."

"Yip. Bark."

"Yeah. It sucks. But Grandpa says that if we don't get up, we don't get to 
eat."

"Whine."

"I'm right there with you, Bro."

"Remind me when we get to town that we still need to pick you two up 
some clothes. I forgot yesterday."

"Yeah. Ours are going to start getting ripe before very long."

"We should have washed them last night, but we became so involved in 
making your costumes that it didn't occur to me."

"Do they look alright?"

"I'm sure they'll be the envy of all the other new celebrants."

"Good morning."



"Good morning, Cain. Get dressed and get in here to the table. We mustn't 
dawdle."

"You're over a hundred years old. You shouldn't have this much energy."

"Perhaps that's why they call it a curse."

* * * * *

"I could fly there faster."

"Yes. I suppose you could. But then, where would that get us? We'd be in 
town before most people were out and about, with nothing to do. Just 
enjoy the walk."

"I'm cold."

"That's a sign that you need to pick up your pace."

"No. That's a sign that I should have worn a jacket."

"Nonsense. It's a beautiful, brisk morning. All you have to do is open your 
eyes and enjoy it."

"It's too early for my eyes to be open."

"Yeah. The sun's barely woken up."

* * * * *

"Well, you were right, Grandpa. We're a lot busier than we were yesterday."

"When you've done this a few times, you'll get used to the pattern."

"I guess you've done this enough to know what to expect."

"Yes. However, no matter how much I see, there are still surprises from 
time to time."

"There's Tannis!"

"Is it okay if we go and talk to Tannis and Jim for a little bit?"



"You've both been working hard. Why don't you go and spend some time 
with your friends?"

"Really? Thanks Grandpa!"

"Yeah. Thanks."

"Go on, now. Just remember that as the day continues on, I'm going to need
more and more of your help."

"Okay. We'll be back in a little bit."

* * * * *

"Where's your dad?"

"He's got some stuff to do, getting us ready for winter. What are you guys 
doing?"

"We're helping Grandpa sell stuff. He said that we could hang out with you 
for a little bit, but we're going to have to get back to him pretty soon. He 
says it's just going to get busier and busier."

"Last night, Dad and Jim helped me with my costume for tomorrow."

"We worked on our costumes, too. We stayed up so late that it was hard for
us to get up this morning."

"Dad says that we can work on mine some more tonight."

"From what Grandpa was saying, we're going to have something else to do. 
He said that we had to get ours completely finished last night because we 
wouldn't get another chance."

"Are you ready for tomorrow?"

"This is all new to us. I guess we're as ready as we're going to get."

"All you've got to do is get up there and do it. Getting your costume ready 
is nice, and I guess it helps, some, since it helps you to picture what you're 
trying to do. But really, the only thing you need is to get up there and 
change."



"Thanks, Jim. That makes me feel better. Being raised outside, I didn't 
know if we'd know everything that we needed to about what was going on."

"Tannis is going into this not knowing much more about it than you do. I 
don't think you can really understand until you've been through it."

"It looks like there's even more people showing up. We'd probably better 
get back to the cart to help Grandpa."

"I think that once Dad's got everything arranged, that we're probably going 
to be busy, too. We've got to load up supplies so that we'll be ready to haul 
them back home after the celebration."

"We'll see you later, then."

"Yeah. And try not to worry too much about tomorrow, Tannis. We're going 
to be right there with you, so you're not going to be alone."

"Thanks, Cain."

* * * * *

"That was weird. It was almost like shopping for Christmas at the mall."

"As the Samhain celebration approaches, the excitement is building."

"Yesterday you said that there wasn't any point in bringing Dibbin and the 
cart back home with us. What's different today?"

"We're done selling our wares. Tomorrow will be dedicated to enjoying the 
celebration."

"We're done selling things?"

"Yes. And might I add, that your help was greatly appreciated. Our little 
community has gotten bigger over the years and it was good to have some 
help."

"People love your stuff, Grandpa. Everyone was talking about how beautiful
your woodwork and your patchwork fabric were."



"Yeah. Speaking of fabric. Thanks for getting us new clothes. People don't 
look at us quite as funny when we're dressed like everyone else."

"Had it been another time of year, I simply would have made your clothes 
myself. But there are too many things that need to be done for me to take 
on another project."

"Are we far enough away from town that I can change? I've been Human all 
day and I'm needing to."

"I'm afraid not. There are too many people travelling today and if they 
happened upon us when you were transformed, they might look upon it as 
something vulgar."

"If everyone does it, why would they think that?"

"There are many things that everyone does that they don't want to be 
reminded of. There are many strong emotions associated with our abilities.
Some look upon it with shame or fear. Others with pride. The way our 
society has developed, we've established the 'proper' time and place where 
it's acceptable to display our gifts. In those settings, just by virtue of being 
there, one has given consent and accepted that things might occur that he 
would normally shy away from."

"Do some people really get that bent out of shape because other people 
shapeshift?"

"It's not just that. At the celebration, there will also be other... 
indulgences."

"Grandpa, we're not from here. So when you say something like that, 
without really saying it, we don't get it. We can't read between the lines."

"Yeah. Can you just tell us?"

"Forgive me, boys. There are certain subjects that should be spoken of 
delicately, so as not to offend. But you are correct. I should refrain from 
using such vagaries since you don't have the cultural context to facilitate 
your understanding."



"Right. That makes everything all clear, now."

"What he said."

"What I was speaking of before is the fact that during the festival, all 
manner of behavior that is otherwise looked upon as immoral or indulgent 
is seen as an acceptable expression of celebration."

"So... what? Do they get drunk or something?"

"Forgive me, speaking frankly about such things is difficult for me. Habit, I 
suppose. And, to answer your question, yes. There will be an abundance of 
wine. The Samhain celebration has sometimes been referred to as a 
Bacchanalia, although only in the metaphorical sense."

"Wow. You're really good at saying stuff without really saying it, aren't you?"

"Yeah. You'll have to teach us how to do that."

"To put it bluntly, as the night progresses and people have enjoyed some 
wine, their inhibitions will lower and things will most likely turn sexual."

"But isn't it going to be all guys?"

"Probably. Yes."

"So what are they going to do? Jerk off together?"

"Some will. But there are other things that a group of men can do to 
entertain each other, especially when they've had enough wine to give 
themselves permission."

"Are you saying that you're expecting us to have sex with guys?"

"No! Not at all. I just wanted you to be aware of what might be going on 
following the ceremony. It's possible you might stumble into an orgy or two 
as you enjoy the festivities. All I'm saying is that, it's normal. It happens. Be
happy that they're having a good time and go back to enjoying yourselves."

"I don't know what guys... do... together."

"I'm sure you'll have a better idea after tomorrow night."



"So they're going to get drunk and have sex. Is that it?"

"Once the ceremony is finished, that marks the beginning of the 
celebration proper. From that point on, everyone is free to transform. 
Since it is so restrained the rest of the year, some people choose to 
embrace the chance to transform publically and make quite a production of
it."

"So everyone changes into animals and has sex? That sounds way creepy!"

"No. At least, not usually. The fact of the matter is, many of the 
transformed creatures would be sexually incompatible. Although there are 
a few exceptions, most people tend to enjoy their sexual exploits while in 
their human forms. They change into their animal forms just for the joy of 
it, and sometimes to show off."

"Couldn't they kind of do both when their half-transformed?"

"One would think, but then it becomes an issue of safety and self-control. 
It's too easy to lose one's focus and fully transform while... in congress. The
possibility of causing irreparable harm is too great. Most don't want to take 
that chance."

"Can we not talk about this anymore. It feels weird."

"Yes, Deimos. I think we've had more than enough discussion on the matter. 
Just know, that if you have any questions, that I will do my best to answer 
them."

"Thanks, Grandpa."

* * * * *

"I'm going to unhitch the cart and tend to Dibbin. Why don't you boys go 
ahead and transform while I take care of that. I'll come and get you when I 
need your help."

"Yeah! I've been wanting to transform so bad that it almost hurt!"

"Me, too!"



"Don't shed your clothes out here. Go inside. You wouldn't want for me to 
see your 'junk' would you?"

"I'm not as worried about that as I was yesterday. Come on, Cain."

* * * * *

"Boys. I'm going to need your help, now."

"Do we need to be Human for this?"

"The first thing I'm going to need is for the cart to be unloaded. If you can 
manage that in your half-transformed state, that's up to you. But once 
you've finished that, I'll need you in here, in your Human forms, to help me 
with cooking."

"Good! I'm hungry!"

"You're always hungry, Cain."

"We'll be preparing dinner, but we're also going to be preparing several 
desserts for the feast tomorrow. This is why I was so insistent that you 
finish your costumes last night. The amount of cooking we have to do is 
probably going to keep us up well past our usual bedtime."

"If we're half-transformed, here at the house, do we have to wear our 
loincloths?"

"That's entirely up to you. But, just to be clear, I expect you to have your 
'junk' covered before you walk into my kitchen."

"You got it, Grandpa."

* * * * *

"That's a lot of apples."

"Yes. We were very fortunate this year. We had quite an abundance."

"Did you go out and pick all these apples yourself?"



"Oh, no. I simply told Dark when the apples were ready to harvest and he 
arranged for some people to come and gather them for me."

"Uncle Dark's really nice. I like him."

"Even though he has a creepy shop."

"Yes. He is very nice. And due to his artistic talent, he has been given the 
honor of making the masks for the entire community. There was a time 
when everyone fashioned their own masks, and some still do. But with Dark
making masks, it has taken some of the pressure off of those who are 
preparing to transform for the first time."

"Yeah. I don't think I would've known how to make a mask."

"I'm curious to know, if you had made the mask for yourself, do you think 
you would have chosen to make a dragon?"

"Yeah. I think so. I think about dragons a lot. I even dream about them."

"What about you, Cain?"

"I don't know if I could have made a mask that was as good as Uncle Dark's, 
but I think I probably would've tried to make just about the same thing. 
The mask is just about like the picture in my head."

"Did either of you ever tell your father about these visions you've been 
having?"

"Yeah. Since Mom went into the hospital, Dad would come in to wake us up 
every morning and he'd always ask if we slept well and what kind of dreams
that we'd had."

"That explains how he knew that you were emerging."

"Just because we dreamed about animals?"

"I don't think a dream about animals would necessarily mean anything, but 
consistently having dreams about the same animals would indicate some 
sort of bond developing with that spirit form."

"It sounds like a lot of mystical mumbo-jumbo to me."



"I suppose it is. But just consider that our blood is infused with that 
spiritual mumbo-jumbo. What might be seen as outrageous folly to the 
outside world is reality for us... Deimos, peel a little more carefully or you 
won't have anything left once you've removed the core."

"Why are you making that little pie different from all the others?"

"Oh, I forgot to tell you about that. It's something of a tradition that when 
we're preparing for the celebration, that we take care to make one special 
thing. Then, after the ceremony, we give it away. The gift is supposed to 
impart the bond of friendship for the coming year."

"Is that true? I mean, does it really work?"

"Who's to say? I've always thought it to be more of a tradition than a 
magical enchantment, but either way, it's nice to be able to give someone 
something to show that you care."

"Who are you making your little pie for?"

"I don't know. I'm just making it to have it handy, in case it's needed. And if 
I don't encounter anyone that I feel like giving it to, I'll eat it myself."

"Is it just like making the big pies, but littler?"

"Basically, but to make it special, you take the time and care to layer the 
apple slices in, very precisely and extra care when you make the lattice, so
that the person who receives it will know that it was made with patience 
and care."

"I want to make one, too."

"We have no shortage of apples. Go ahead."

* * * * *

"Tomorrow, when we go to the celebration and transform in front of 
everyone, is there anything, like a ceremony or words we have to know or 
anything like that?"



"No. Although there is some mystical significance to the celebration being 
held at this particular time of year, there isn't any magical ritual to be 
performed. Or, perhaps the celebration itself is the ritual. But there are no 
words to memorize or grand choreography to learn. You simply step 
forward when asked, and transform when it's your turn. That really is all 
there is to it."

"You said before that no one's going to care if they see our junk. Is that 
right?"

"Yes. Everyone else, having grown up here, won't have any inhibitions about
such things."

"So, are we going to look weird if we're trying to hide our junk?"

"Honestly, I doubt that anyone will notice if you're wearing your loincloth or
not. What they'll be watching is your level of control as you transform."

"Are we going to have to transform all the way or just half-transform?"

"Those that are transforming for the first time will transform all the way. 
There's no shame in that. Sharing your first transformation with the whole 
community is looked upon favorably. But those who have had their first 
transformation prior to the celebration are encouraged to half-transform to
show that they have control."

"If it's supposed to be good luck for us to transform for our first time at the 
celebration, why did you have us do it already. I think we could've waited."

"Because of your father. At the Samhain celebration following his twelfth 
birthday, he stood naked before the entire community and couldn't change.
He was devastated. In a way, gaining your transformation is looked upon 
like gaining your adulthood. All those around him had achieved something 
that he wasn't able to. To make matters worse, the following year, he stood
before the community again, and once again failed. After that, he never 
attended another Samhain celebration."

"Wow! That sucks!"



"I wish there were more that I could have done for him, but alas, there 
were no words of consolation that I could offer. What had happened was 
completely outside my control and I had no method for resolving the 
matter."

"So, after that, he left?"

"It was some years later. He tried his best to live here, in the community. 
But he didn't feel as though he fit in. He felt like less of a person, less of a 
man, than all those around him. Eventually, my son, Hades, could bear it 
no longer, he arranged for your father to move into Waxell, so that he could
live in the outside world, but also be close by."

"I thought that Grandpa Haddy died trying to get Dad out."

"Your father lived in Waxell for a time, but also continued to have contact 
with people in the community, mostly me and his father. I believe that the 
elders were aware of all of this from the beginning, but chose to remain 
silent to see how things played out. Finally, they decided that Ares forming 
a bridge to the outside world was too dangerous to allow. It was their 
intention to bring him back here, by force, if necessary..."

"What happened?"

"When Hades found out, he went after them, to stop them. I wasn't there 
personally, but from what I heard, he fought valiantly. He transformed, in 
front of the townspeople, and bought time for his son to escape."

"And he was killed."

"Yes. But even if he had survived that battle, choosing to transform in front
of the townspeople would have been enough to earn him a death 
sentence."

"They'll kill you if you change in front of outsiders?"

"It's what's necessary to keep the outsiders from discovering us. Anyone who
reveals himself to an outsider can't ever be trusted and will always have 
the potential to destroy us."



"So, are people going to think that Dad should be killed, since he left?"

"No. I don't think so. Your dad's situation was a bit different because he 
never transformed. I'm sure they would have killed him if they'd been able 
to catch him, at the time. But as time went on, it became more and more 
evident that he hadn't told anyone about us. And, as far as we knew, he 
didn't carry the curse at all. It was even suggested that Hades wasn't Ares' 
father and that Ares was the offspring of an outsider."

"Um, I know this is a little bit off the subject, but why did you call your son
'Hades'?"

"His mother picked out that name. I always hated it, but it was the least I 
could do to honor her sacrifice."

"Oh, sorry."

"That's alright, young Deimos. But now we'd best turn our attention back to 
making these pies, or we'll still be up waiting for the last of them to come 
out of the oven when the sun rises in the morning."

* * * * *

"Boys! We've slept too late! We need to hurry!"

"Grrr."

"Yelp!"

"We don't have time for your complaints. Hurry and get dressed, then help 
me load the pies. We need to be on our way!"

"Don't we have time for breakfast?"

"There will be an abundance of food when we arrive. And, if you like, I 
suppose that you can split a pie along the way."

"After last night, I probably won't want to see another apple again until 
next fall."

"Do you think Dad's going to make it back in time?"



"I hope so, Cain. For him to be able to stand before the community and 
transform would be the fulfillment of a lifelong dream for him."

"Yeah. We've got to be sure to bring his costume."

"Yes. Don't dally. Gather your costumes and let's be on our way. It's already 
daylight!"

* * * * *

"For not wanting to see another apple before next fall, you seem to be 
making short work of that pie."

"I'm hungry."

"I'm used to hearing Cain say that."

"His mouth is too busy."

* * * * *

"All the carts are gone! Did everyone take their stuff home last night?"

"No. Only those who live reasonably close, like us. The rest have moved 
their carts out of town to prepare for the celebration. Let's find a place to 
offload our pies, then we'll do the same."

"You weren't kidding about there being a lot of food here!"

"Yes. And the local townspeople will be adding more and more food 
throughout the day."

"If we don't have anything to sell, what are we going to be doing when we 
get back?"

"We're going to be enjoying the celebration."

"That's it?"

"Yes. This is what the hard work of the last few days has been leading to."

"Okay! Then let's get these pies unloaded!"



"Remember to set your 'special' pies out of the way, so that you'll have 
them for later."

* * * * *

"So, we just have to take Dibbin back to the stable, then we'll be able to 
enjoy the party?"

"First, we need to put on our costumes."

"Where can we go to change?"

"We're standing in the middle of a field of carts and wagons. Who's going to 
see?"

"It's going to feel funny, walking around naked under this costume."

"We're all naked beneath our clothes."

"You know what I mean, Grandpa. I'm used to wearing underwear."

"Yes, Cain. I know what you mean. But may I suggest that you just try it for 
a while and enjoy the 'freedom'."

"And the cold draft."

* * * * *

"Although we don't need to stay in attendance, as we did when selling my 
wares, it's still a good idea for us to occasionally stop by to check on the 
pies and clear away the empty tins."

"Oh, I didn't think about that."

"Can we leave Dad's costume there? I don't want to carry it around all day."

"Yes. That sounds like a good idea."

"I'm glad I asked Uncle Dark to make this a half-mask. That way I don't have
to take it off when I eat."

"Can we stop and eat something when we're done checking on the pies?"



"Yes. In fact, we have no other commitments for the remainder of the day."

* * * * *

"Hey! That's Tannis! Let's see how he's doing."

"Are you sure? I can't tell, he's wearing a costume."

"Yeah. That's him. That's his mask."

"Okay."

* * * * *

"Hey, Tannis! How are you doing today?"

"Cain?"

"That's right!"

"Wow. Your costume is great! So you're a tiger... dog?"

"Yeah. Pretty much. I love your costume. You did a really good job 
considering that you're away from home."

"Dad and Jim helped me. Can you tell what it is?"

"Sure! You're a faun. It's awesome."

"Your costume is great, Jim. I never would have thought of a fiery red 
horse."

"Thanks, Deimos. I like yours, too. The shimmering scales look good. Is it a 
lizard?"

"A wyvern, that's a kind of dragon."

"Mine's a firehorse. So, what are you guys doing, now?"

"We just had something to eat, and now we're looking around."

"We were just about to eat something."

"We'll go with you. We could eat more."



* * * * *

"Back home, I never would have thought that I'd enjoy listening to people 
playing this kind of music. But being here, watching them do it, it makes it 
different. I like it."

"What kind of music did you listen to in the outside?"

"I don't know. Whatever was on, I guess. I didn't really have a favorite kind 
of music."

"I think it'd be easier to say what we don't like than to say what we do."

"Why is that?"

"There's a lot of music that sounds really... angry or mean. I don't like that. 
Of course, I don't like the really super syrupy, lovey-dovey music either."

"I don't know what kind of music I like, I just like what I like."

"I think what Tannis is trying to say is that he plays what he's feeling, right 
in that moment."

"You play music?"

"Yes. But I didn't bring my pipes with me."

"Bagpipes?"

"No! It's like a series of flutes, all strapped together. My dad made it for 
me."

"Oh, that would work great with your costume, too. I wonder if maybe they
have some around here that we can buy or borrow."

"What is it that you're looking for?"

"Oh. Hi Dad. Cain was just saying that it would be good if I had my pipes. It 
would look really good with my costume."

"Actually, I had thought of that. I was just checking with a few people to 
see if anyone had a set of pipes that I could borrow for you."



"Did you find any?"

"No. But Mason gave me everything that I'll need to make you a new set. If 
you don't mind waiting, I'll sit down here and make it right now."

"Are you hungry? We could get you something to eat while you're working 
on that."

"Yes. As a matter of fact, I am. Thank you."

"That's a great costume, by the way. Is that some kind of goat?"

"It's an addax, that's a sort of antelope. But the horns sometimes remind 
people of a goat."

"Come on, Jim. Let's get your dad some food."

* * * * *

"Is it really hard to make one of these?"

"The structure isn't a problem, but getting the pipes to the right pitch can 
be a challenge."

"How do you do that?"

"It takes some skill, some experience, some blind luck and a little trial and 
error."

"You must have done this a lot from the way you're working while you're 
talking."

"I made quite a few sets when I was younger. When the demand for them 
lessened, I moved on to other things."

"Will you show me how to make them, someday?"

"This winter, when the snow settles in, remind me and we'll sit down and I'll
teach you."

* * * * *

"Where's Grandpa?"



"I don't know. I haven't seen him for a while."

"I'm sure he's probably already at the gathering. If not, he'll be on his way 
there, soon."

"Thanks, Jim. I know you're probably right. But he's been trying to get us 
ready for this since the minute that we met him, so it feels like he should 
be here."

"The sun is setting. As soon as we clear this rise, just go all the way down 
to the level field and wait there. I'm going to find a seat close to the front. 
I think you'll all be fine, but if I see that any of you are having any trouble, 
I'll do what I can to talk you through it."

"Thanks, Jim."

* * * * *

"Although the celebration has been going on all day, this is when the true 
celebration begins. It is both awakening and resignation. It is our glory and 
our shame. But most of all, it is who we are as a people. Come forward."

The crowd watched as a boy in a simple smooth gray mask and unadorned 
gray cloak stepped forward, then turned to face the entire community.

As Deimos looked curiously at him, he had no clue of what animal the boy 
might be trying to represent with his costume.

The boy slowly reached up to his throat with one hand as he took hold of 
his mask with the other. With dramatic flair, similar to that of Grandpa 
Lowell's transformation, the boy removed the mask and unbuttoned the 
cape in one move, allowing the cape to fall to the ground.

The boy stood naked before them, and from his anxious expression, he was 
scared half to death, but the boy's anxiety gave way to a smile as his body 
began to reform itself. Deimos watched with surprise as the boy 
transformed into a small whale, lying in the middle of a grassy field.



However, the whale was only a whale for a moment. Deimos' surprise was 
compounded when the whale started changing back into a human and 
stopped halfway, essentially becoming a young, almost teenage merman.

The applause from the crowd was deafening. And Deimos added his own 
applause to express his sincere admiration of the unknown boy's 
achievement.

The next boy to step forward appeared to be a little older and he was a bit 
on the husky side. Cain noticed the strange mask the boy was wearing. It 
didn't look like any of the masks that were in Uncle Dark's shop and Cain 
suspected that the boy must have made it himself.

Before Cain could speculate further, the boy pulled a drawstring on his 
pants and allowed them to fall around his ankles. He stepped out of the 
pants, then removed his mask. Just as he did, he began to transform into 
what appeared to be a snake, except that it was bigger than any snake that
Cain had ever seen, or even heard of.

As the snake continued to grow, Cain suddenly realized what he was 
actually seeing. The boy had become a Chinese dragon. The body of the 
dragon wasn't exactly that of a snake. It did, in fact, have four tiny little 
legs, but the body of the dragon was absolutely enormous.

Cain was surprised when applause began to rise up. He had been expecting 
the boy to continue on to half-transform. Cain then realized that that 
probably meant that what he had just witnessed had been the boy's very 
first transformation.

He added his applause to that of everyone else in attendance. He could 
honestly appreciate the pressure the boy must have been under, wondering 
if he would really be able to transform and make his family proud.

Deimos looked at Cain with question, silently asking if he wanted to go 
first. But before Cain could decide on an answer, much less respond, Tannis
stepped forward, then turned to face the audience.

Cain held his breath, fervently wishing for Tannis' transformation to go 
well.



Fortunately, Tannis was able to keep his cool. He turned himself, as if to 
greet all the people in attendance, then he shrugged off his shirt and 
released the drawstring on his pants, allowing them to fall. He stepped out 
of the pants, very casually, as though undressing in front of an audience 
were an everyday occurrence for him.

Then, as Tannis removed his mask and tossed it gently aside, he began to 
transform. To Cain, the transformation looked effortless. Just as Tannis was
losing his Human form, he glanced at Cain and smiled serenely.

There was a momentary pause, as everyone looked at the small goat with 
the first buds of horns on his tiny head. Then a swell of applause started.

Cain's applause was so enthusiastic and heartfelt, that he felt like he was 
leading the audience in their appreciation of Tannis' accomplishment.

As the applause was dying down, Cain felt a hand on his arm.

He turned to look at Deimos with question.

Deimos smiled, then tilted his head toward where Tannis was gathering his 
mask and clothes.

It took a moment for Cain to realize what Deimos was asking, but once he 
did, he thought it was a wonderful idea and was surprised that they hadn't 
thought of it before.

Cain and Deimos stepped forward together and took their place before the 
assembled crowd.

At the same time that Deimos was dropping his dragonscale cloak, Cain was
shrugging out of his tiger striped one.

Then, as one, they removed their masks, revealing to all of those who 
didn't know them that they were identical twins.

Standing there, dressed only in their loincloths, both Cain and Deimos 
began their transformations.



Being careful not to go too far, both of them stopped in their half-
transformed states, then turned in opposite directions to show off their 
transformations to the entire audience.

Deimos spread his wings dramatically and arched his back to demonstrate 
his ferocious adgility. At the same time, Cain held up his claws to show 
them off, then opened his mouth wide, knowing that it was one of the most
distinctive features of his transformed state.

As it had been with Tannis, there was a moment of silence before the 
applause sounded.

Although it felt like a lifetime to Deimos and Cain, they actually only stood 
there a moment before they quickly gathered their things and rejoined 
Tannis.

Both boys were nearly overcome with a feeling of overwhelming joy and 
accomplishment, when a dark figure walked out of the crowd and turned to
stand before them.

The steel blue eyes of the mask were arresting and a hush fell over the 
crowd.

Deimos and Cain both felt a sudden surge of excitement when they 
recognized the mask and the cloak covered with blue-black feathers.

The night was silent as everyone waited for what the large dark figure was 
going to do next.

With the slightest movement of one hand, beneath the cloak, the string on 
the neck that was holding the cloak in place was released.

The cloak fell to the ground, revealing a man's naked body, generously 
covered in dark hair.

Slowly, with dramatic flourish, the man reached up and removed the mask.

Ares glanced toward his sons with a smile of boundless pride, then his 
transformation began.



As quickly and smoothly as if he had been doing it all his life, Ares 
transformed into the majestic form of a raven. The bird that he had 
become was, perhaps, bigger than any raven found in the realm of nature. 
But the transformation was flawless.

The boys had to fight the urge to run to their father as the applause rang 
out.

The standing ovation of all in attendance gave evidence that everyone was 
truly happy that Ares had finally been able to achieve his transformation.

* * * * *

"Dad! When did you get back?"

"Just before sunset."

"Everyone! Please, if I may have your attention for just a moment!"

"On behalf of the Brynnhollow elders, I would like to ask that all of you join
us in welcoming back Ares Brynner. After careful consideration, we've 
decided to let the past remain in the past."

"In the spirit of ushering in a new day, please join us in also extending a 
warm welcome to Ares' twin sons, Cain and Deimos. From what we've just 
seen, I believe that we can expect great things from them... Now, I think 
Festus has something to say."

"Thanks, Carn. Ares and the boys are currently staying at Lowell Brynner's 
place and that just don't seem right. So, anyone who wants to chip in their 
time or materials to help make Ares and the boys a place of their own, 
show up at Lowell's place in the morning and we're going to have us an old 
fashioned 'Raising Bee'."

* * * * *

"What's a 'Raising Bee'?"

"It's when the whole community gets together and builds a house or a barn 
for someone, all in one day."



"They're going to build us a house?"

"Most likely, it will be more like a barn to begin with. But over time we'll be
able to fix it up however we want and make it our home."

"How's Mom?"

"I don't know. I took her the remedy, and hopefully it will work. But one of 
the conditions of the cure was that I couldn't stay around to find out. If I 
were there, the curse would have nullified it."

"Is this your dad?"

"Yes. Tannis, I'd like for you to meet my father, Ares Brynner. Dad, this is my
friend, Tannis."

"And this is Jim, he's Tannis' brother."

"It's nice to meet you, Sir."

"It's nice to meet you, too, Jim. But please, call me Ares."

"What's everyone doing?"

"Now that the ceremony is over, it's time for the celebration to officially 
begin. That means that anyone can change into whatever form they're most
comfortable in and just have a good time."

"Do you mind if I change?"

"Go ahead, Jim. I've been wanting to see your transformation."

"I thought from your costume that you'd just be a red colored horse! You 
actually have flames."

"He has a little trouble with his half-form. Give him a minute."

"That's incredible! You have the most awesome half-form of anyone!"

"I'm just your typical everyday flamethrowing centaur. Nothing special."

"Riiiiight."



* * * * *

"What about you, Tannis? Do you want to try your half-form?"

"I don't know how."

"It's easy. Come over here, so we don't disturb the others and I'll talk you 
through it."

* * * * *

"Ares, I can't believe you were finally able to do it."

"Dark? Oh, man! It's good to see you. How have you been?"

"Keeping busy, but to tell you the truth, it's been a little lonely. I've been 
missing my best friend."

"Yeah. I've missed you, too."

"Ares, you did very well. I'm incredibly proud of you."

"Thanks Grandpa."

"Dark, I'm glad that you were here, tonight. It somehow seems fitting."

"Where else would I be? I look forward to this all year."

"Jim and I are hungry, is it okay if we go on ahead?"

"Check to see if your brother wants to go, too."

"Look at that!"

"Way to go, Tannis! You're a real full-fledged faun, now. Wait! I've got your 
pipes in my pocket! Just a second."

* * * * *

"What are we going to do about our stuff, back home? Since we've all 
transformed, are we going to be able to go back and get it?"



"Tonight's not the time to worry about it. But I'll talk to whoever's doing 
running these days and we'll see what we can do. Even if we can't arrange 
it, we'll be alright."

"That's right, Deimos. I'm sure that every effort will be made to retrieve 
your belongings, but regardless, the community will see to it that you have 
everything that you need."

* * * * *

"Tannis, hang on! I made something special for you!"

"Oh yeah. Me, too! I'll be right back, Jim."

"What do you suppose that's all about?"

"The boys made some 'special' treats to give to their new friends."

"Oh, yeah. I remember doing that."

"If you'll go over to that table where your sons are, there should be one 
more there, that I made on your behalf."

Ares looked at his grandfather curiously, then glanced at Dark with a smile.



All My Loves

"What can I get for you today?" The waitress asked pleasantly.

"The lunch special looks good..." Andrea began to respond, then noticed the
waitresses confused expression.

The waitress followed her gaze, then slowly said, "I never noticed that 
being there before. Let me check with Arn and see if we have any chowder 
made up."

Before Andrea could protest and order something else, the waitress hurried
away.

Andrea took the paper from her purse and verified for the thousandth time 
that she was in the right place. As with every time before, the typewritten 
print clearly said 'Waxell, Kentucky'. She had just arrived in town, so her 
stop at the Waxell Diner was the first step on her journey to locate her 
missing husband and children.

"Sorry, hon. Arn said that he doesn't trust the chowder today. Can I get you 
something else?" The waitress asked pleasantly.

Andrea looked at the waitress's name tag and saw that her name was Tracy.

"I can't tell from the description if this 'Roast Beef' is a sandwich or a 
dinner." Andrea said honestly.

"It's a sandwich on a hard roll, served with a bowl of gravy that you can use 
to dip or drizzle over the roast beef." Tracy easily explained.

"I'll have that. Then, if you have a moment, I'd like to ask you a few 
questions. I'm looking for someone and maybe you've seen them."



"Arn! I need a beefer!" Tracy called toward the kitchen.

"Beefer, heard." A man's voice immediately responded.

"What'd you wanna know, hon?" Tracy asked curiously.

"For most of the past year I've been in the hospital. While I was sick, my 
husband took our sons and moved away... I think they might have come 
here."

"Your husband ditched you and took your kids while you were in the 
hospital? That's cold blooded!"

"We had such a good marriage. I didn't have a clue that anything was 
wrong. For my own peace of mind, I need to know why he chose to leave. 
But regardless of what his reasons were, I need to be sure that my sons are 
safe and that they know that I love them."

"Do you have a picture of them or anything?"

"Yes. Right here." Andrea said as she turned on her phone and started 
scrolling through pictures.

"Just so you know, you're not going to get any cell phone reception here."

"My cellphone provider says that they cover ninety-nine percent of the 
United States." Andrea said as she continued to search.

"We're the other one percent then, because I haven't heard of a carrier yet 
that works 'round these parts."

"Here. This is the best picture I have of them." Andrea said as she held out 
her phone to be seen.

Tracy looked at the image and her expression became cold.

"Have you seen them? Are they here in Waxell?"

"That's Ares Brynner. I seen him in here 'round Halloween last year. Seen the
boys, too."



"Do you have any idea of where they might be? I don't have anyplace else to
look. This was my last chance to find them."

"Hon, you'd be best to just let them go. No good ever come from bein 
tangled up with one of them Brynners."

"I need to find my boys."

After a long silent moment, Tracy's resolve seemed to crumble and she 
reluctantly said, "Round these parts there's stories of a town hidden deep in
the forest northwest of here. They may just be stories. I don't know of 
anyone who's ever seen anything. All's I know 'bout it is that the Brynners 
must come from somewhere."

"What can you tell me about them?"

"I knew Ares when he came to live here, in Waxell. People were skittish 
about him, being a Brynner and all, but he seemed to be a decent enough 
guy."

Andrea slowly nodded that she was following along.

"The whole time he lived here, Ares always seemed to be in a constant 
state of tension. It was like he was always looking over his shoulder to see 
if someone was watching him. Then, one day, some guys came into town 
looking for him, asking where he was. I don't know what happened next. No
one does. The next day there were five people dead and Ares Brynner was 
gone."

"Do you think that Ares killed them?"

"I don't know 'bout that. But from the whispered stories I've heard 'round 
here, no good's ever come from havin dealins with a Brynner."

There was a moment of silence, then a voice bellowed from the kitchen, 
"Beefer up!"

Tracy walked away without further comment as Andrea thought about what
she'd been told.

* * * * *



Andrea found that Tracy had been correct about the cell phone service, or 
the lack thereof. She didn't have access to any online maps or GPS. 
Regardless, she continued on, driving north and west, hoping that the 
unfamiliar roads would carry her to where she needed to be.

When Andrea reached the end of the road, it was literally the end of the 
road. The pavement ended at a small orange and white reflective fence. 
Beyond that there was nothing but trees and untamed forest.

Andrea got out of her car and looked around curiously. She couldn't see the 
point of there being a road if it didn't lead anywhere.

Since it was early enough in the day that she wasn't in danger of losing the 
light and since she'd had a filling lunch in Waxell, she decided to set off on 
foot to explore the area.

* * * * *

As Andrea walked down the side of the road, she noticed what appeared to 
be walking paths every so often, trailing off into the forest. They certainly 
weren't made with motorized vehicles in mind and couldn't possibly 
accommodate them. It occurred to her that the paths might even be 
naturally formed by the lay of the land or by the local wildlife. Regardless, 
the walk along the edge of the paved road seemed to be completely 
nonproductive, so she decided to take a chance and try following one of 
the paths, at least for a bit, to see where it took her.

Andrea felt an unexpected chill on her skin, the sunlight having been 
obscured by the covering of leaves and thought about going back to the car
to get a jacket. But as she kept walking, she felt compelled to carry on to 
see where the path was taking her.

* * * * *

When Andrea reached what appeared to be a natural clearing, she stopped 
to warm herself in the sunlight. She looked around and honestly couldn't 
find any evidence that another person had been there.



She looked at her mostly useless cell phone to check the time and decided 
that she should go back to her car. She didn't want to take the chance of 
being in the forest after dark.

As she turned, she was surprised not to see the path that she had arrived 
on.

There wasn't anything blocking her from returning the way she had come, 
but there was also nothing resembling a path to follow. For the first time, 
she became concerned that she might not be able to find her way back. But
since she had mostly been walking in one direction, it stood to reason that 
if she continued to walk in the opposite direction that she would eventually
come across the paved road.

Trying to tamp down the sense of panic welling within her, Andrea set off, 
resolved within herself to get back to her car before she lost the daylight.

* * * * *

As Andrea continued to walk, she found nothing that looked familiar to her.
There was no indication of a path as she trudged forward.

She checked her phone more and more often, carefully cataloging the 
passage of time as her anxiety increased.

She felt the urge to run, to make it to the road that much sooner, but 
reasoned that doing so would only make it that much more likely that she 
would trip or stumble and injure herself.

* * * * *

Tears were falling down her cheeks as Andrea finally had to admit to 
herself that it was getting too dark for her to see where she was going.

Reluctantly, she pressed the icon on the screen of her phone to project a 
light, knowing that it would only allow her to continue on for a short time 
before the battery would give out.

As she walked, she berated herself for ever leaving her home in search of 
the man who had abandoned her.



What did she hope would happen? Did she really think that Ares would have
a reason for doing the indefensible thing that he had done?

Her children.

That was her motivation.

She had to continue on.

She had to survive for her sons, Christopher and David.

If her husband were the monster that he appeared to be, she needed to 
save them from him.

And if he wasn't... they would still need her.

Just like she needed them.

* * * * *

A light in the distance, just for an instant, caught her attention.

The flashlight on her cell phone had mostly given out, but she turned it in 
that direction anyway, hoping to find a clear path.

Scrambling through underbrush and over rocky outcroppings, Andrea 
feverishly made her way through the forest.

Another glimpse of light, somewhat nearer revealed itself to her and she 
renewed her efforts to reach it.

As much of a struggle as walking in the forest had been, now it seemed to 
be deliberately impeding her progress.

Fallen branches tried to trip her. Vines wrapped around her ankles, trying 
to hold her back.

Even so, Andrea carried on, desperately seeking the source of the light.

When the effort of putting one foot in front of the other became almost 
more than she could bear, she saw the light again.

This time the light wasn't a glimpse or a flicker.



She could clearly see that the light came from a window, not more than 
one hundred yards away.

Her tears began falling again, but this time they were tears of relief.

Using the last little bit of light from her cell phone to see where she was 
going, Andrea scrambled with all her might to reach the perceived safety of
the cabin in the woods.

* * * * *

The knock on the door was a surprise.

Living in the middle of the forest meant that the arrival of visitors after 
dark was beyond rare.

"Jim, get your gun."

Without a word, the teenager dashed out of the room.

"Tan, I want you to keep an eye on the young'uns. If they wake up, I want 
you to make sure that they stay back there in their rooms."

"Okay, Dad." The boy responded, then looked anxiously at the door as the 
knocking repeated.

"Get your gun."

"I will." Tan said before hurrying away.

When Jim walked into the room carrying his rifle, his father walked to the 
door and cautiously opened it.

"Thank God! I got lost. I don't know where I am! Can you help me?" A woman
with tearstained cheeks asked frantically.

The man stared for a long moment in shock at what he was seeing, but 
finally snapped out of it enough to say, "Yes. Please come in."

He looked at his son and made a subtle gesture, indicating for him to back 
away.



"Thank you. I was so scared. I got lost and I didn't have any food or water 
with me and then it started getting dark..." The woman rambled.

"It's alright. You're safe now. Nothing bad's going to happen to you." The 
man said as he guided her to sit on the sofa, then pulled a quilt off the 
back of it and wrapped it around her.

"Thank you. I'm chilled to the core." The woman said as she huddled tightly 
into the quilt.

"Tell me what you're doing out here." The man said slowly, then glanced to 
be sure that his older son hadn't let down his guard.

"It's stupid. I left my car and walked into the forest... I don't know what I 
thought I was going to find, but it seemed like a harmless thing to do at the
time. I never even thought that I might get lost." The woman said before 
breaking down into tears.

"Shhh. You're safe. It's going to be alright. What's your name?"

"Andrea Brynner."

He was stunned for a moment, but eventually was able to say, "I'm Drake. 
Why don't you just sit here and get yourself warm while I make you 
something hot to drink?"

Andrea nodded and gave him a weak smile.

Drake gave his son a meaningful look, then tilted his head in the direction 
of the kitchen.

* * * * *

"I need you to get over to Lowell Brynner's place as fast as you can and let 
him know what's going on." Drake said quietly to his son.

"But what if Deimos' dad is there?"

"Then just tell Lowell that you need to tell him something privately. I'm 
counting on you, Jim. This could go really badly if we don't do things just 
right." Drake said as he prepared the teapot for use.



"Okay."

"Whatever you do, don't tell Cain and Deimos."

"I won't."

"And don't light any fires along the way. Just because you're hurrying 
doesn't mean that you have to go 'all out'." Drake warned as he poured hot 
water from the kettle on the hob into the teapot.

"I'll be careful." Jim promised before starting to undress.

"Why don't you take your clothes outside so you can get to them if she's in 
here when you get back?"

"Yeah."

Gathering teacups, cream and sugar onto a tray, Drake braced himself 
before returning to the living room.

* * * * *

"I hope you like the tea. It's my own blend." Drake said as he placed the 
tray on the coffee table.

"You have a lovely home, but I noticed the kerosine lanterns. Don't you 
have electricity?"

"No. We're a little too remote for that." Drake said quietly as he began to 
pour the tea.

"So, I guess that means that you don't have telephones, either?"

"No. We tend to do most of our business in person, so it didn't seem to be 
worth the time and trouble to put phone lines in at every little house, 
dotted around the countryside." Drake said, then thought to ask, "Cream or 
sugar?"

"Yes. Just a little."

After adding a splash of cream and one teaspoon of sugar to the tea, Drake 
handed her a cup on a saucer.



"Thank you."

"If you'll excuse me for a moment, I need to check on my children."

"How many do you have?"

"Four. Three boys and one girl." Drake said before leaving the room.

* * * * *

As Drake walked into the hallway, he saw his second oldest son standing in 
the doorway to his bedroom, holding a shotgun.

"Everything's fine, Tan. How are the kids?"

Tan lowered his gun and replied, "They never woke up."

"Good. It looks like we're going to have company for the night. Would you 
mind bunking in with Jim?"

"I don't mind. Who's here?"

"It's a long story and she's waiting on me to get back in there. Just, if you 
meet her, don't say anything about Deimos and Cain or their father. It could
cause all kinds of trouble."

"Okay. Do I need to make room in my dresser or closet or anything?"

"No. It looks like she didn't bring anything with her. But if you have anything
like pictures or handwritten notes from Cain, be sure that you don't leave 
them where she can find them."

"Is she their mother?"

"It looks that way."

"I don't think I have anything of Cain's, but I'll be sure to look."

"Thanks, Tannis. I've got to get back to her now."

* * * * *

A knock on the door surprised Lowell and he hurried to answer it.



"Who's that, there?"

"Mr. Brynner? It's Jimson Brynnyn."

Lowell cautiously opened the door as he said, "Deimos isn't here at the 
moment, if that's who you're looking for."

Jim fought to calm himself enough to maintain his half-form. Even so, he 
still nervously stamped his front hooves in agitation as he said, "My pa sent 
me over to bring you a message. A woman just showed up at our house. She
says that her name's Andrea Brynner."

"How was she able to get all the way out to your house?"

"I don't know. Just as soon as she showed up and said who she was, Pa 
wanted for me to come over here and tell you. I guess he thought it was 
important." Jim said as he fought to keep from dancing in place with 
nervous energy.

"Tell your father to expect me to arrive in the next half hour or so... do you
think that he might have something that I can wear when I arrive?"

"I can carry some of your clothes back with me, so you'll have something 
that fits you. Or, if you're ready to go right now, I could give you a ride."

"That's very kind of you to offer, but I've always felt funny about asking 
others to use their gifts for my benefit."

"You're my best friend's great-grandfather and this is kind of an 
emergency... or at least that's what it feels like to me. If I can't use my 
ability to help someone at a time like this, then what do I have it for?"

Lowell smiled, then said, "I'm glad that Deimos has found such a good and 
honorable friend."

"Let me change, then I'll squat down a little so you can get on." Jim said 
before beginning to reform his body.

* * * * *



"This tea is wonderful. Did you say that you came up with this blend 
yourself?" Andrea asked curiously.

"Yes. I'm an herbalist, so I already have everything on hand to make a 
variety of different blends."

"An herbalist? I don't think that I've ever met an herbalist before."

"We're a rare breed these days."

Andrea looked around the room, before looking back at Drake and saying, "I
can believe that you are."

"Are you warm enough? Can I get you anything? If you've been lost in the 
woods for a while, you must be hungry."

"I wouldn't want to put you to any trouble."

"As long as you don't mind reheated leftovers, it's no trouble at all."

"Anything will be fine."

"I'll be back in a minute."

* * * * *

"Ready for some more tea?" Drake asked as he walked back into the living 
room.

"Yes. Thank you."

"The oven was still warm from dinner, so it shouldn't take too terribly long 
for your food to heat." Drake said as he poured the tea.

"Oven? I guess I'm used to the microwave. Two minutes and it's heated."

"I suppose that would save time. I just don't know what I'd do with all the 
time that I'd saved. Reheating the food this way, we have time to sit and 
talk. There's no great rush."



"Well, maybe there's no 'great rush' here, but where I'm from, every minute 
of every day is a struggle, trying to get everything that you can done, 
before time runs out."

"Really? I was born here. I've never lived any other way. I work hard on my 
garden and sell my herbs and raise my kids. All of it's important, but 
everything takes as long as it takes to do it properly. I only rush if 
something extraordinary happens."

"What about your wife? Doesn't she have a million and one things to take 
care of around here?"

"My wife is no longer with us. But the older boys, Jim and Tan, both help 
out around the house. They're of an age where they need to learn 
responsibility, so I depend on them quite a bit."

"How old are they?"

"Jim is fifteen and Tan will be turning thirteen before long. They're both 
good boys. I couldn't be more proud of them."

"My boys turned thirteen while I was still in the hospital. I wasn't there to 
see it when they became teenagers. I miss them so much."

"Since you've been with them since birth, it's easy to think of them as 
fragile, always needing you to be there to watch over them. But if they're 
thirteen years old now, it's time for them to start becoming independent. 
What I'm trying to say is that maybe you can trust that what you've done so 
far for them has been enough to prepare them to take the next steps 
toward adulthood."

Andrea looked at Drake curiously.

"I'm not telling you that you shouldn't worry. But I'm saying that maybe you 
could try having a little faith in what you've done and a little hope that 
things will turn out well for them."

"They're good boys. I know that they'll make the right choices."



"I'm sure that they'll make some bad choices, too. They'll get stuck and hit 
dead ends and start to wonder why life isn't as easy as it used to be." Drake
said with a smile, then continued, "And when no one bails them out and 
sets things right for them, they'll pick themselves up and figure out how to 
accomplish their goals on their own. It's called growing up."

"I think your children are very lucky to have you as a father. I have the 
feeling that they're going to grow up to be very stable and self-sufficient 
adults."

"We do our best to give them what they need and to get them going in the 
right direction. But after that, it's up to them. Sometimes they make you as
proud as you can be. Other times... you just have to fall back on your love 
for them and hope that they'll eventually get it right."

"The room's ready." Tan said as he walked into the living room.

"Andrea, this is my second oldest son, Tannis." Drake said with a proud 
smile.

"It's nice to meet you, Tannis. Your father has spoken very highly of you."

"Thank you. Dad said that you might be staying here tonight, so I put fresh 
sheets on the bed and made sure that the room was cleaned up."

"Thank you!" Andrea said with surprise, then looked to Drake and 
continued, "I hadn't really thought that far ahead."

"Don't worry about it. There's no way that you're going back out tonight, so 
it just made sense."

Andrea slowly nodded her agreement to his reasoning.

"Tan, would you go and check on the food warming in the oven? Make sure 
that it's heated all the way through."

"How hot?"

"One sixty-five."

Tannis nodded, then hurried out of the room.



"One sixty-five?" Andrea asked curiously.

"Yes. He's going to use a probe thermometer to check the internal 
temperature of the chicken to be sure that it's hot enough to serve."

"Oh? Um, good."

"We may choose to live differently from the people in the cities, but that 
doesn't mean that we aren't aware of what's going on."

"So you're not stuck in the nineteenth century?"

"No. We're in the twenty-first century, we've just decided that some of the 
best things of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are worth keeping."

"It's ready." Tannis said from the kitchen doorway.

"May I escort you to dinner?" Drake asked as he offered his hand to help her
stand.

"Before I do that, where could I freshen up?"

"The water closet is just through here. Let me light the lantern for you, 
before you go in." Drake said before hurrying ahead of her.

* * * * *

A knock on the front door surprised Drake.

"Tannis, would you see to our guest while I take care of this?" Drake asked 
as he went to the door.

Tannis nodded, then went the other way, toward the kitchen.

"Drake, it's Lowell."

Drake opened the door and stepped outside.

"I didn't expect you to come all this way. Is Jim with you?"

"Yes, he's around the side of the house, getting dressed. How is she?"



"She's a bit rattled. It appears that she got lost in the woods while 
searching for Ares and the boys."

"How much does she know about us?"

"Nothing, from what I can tell. But I don't know what we should do next. 
After she's gotten some rest, she's going to want to go and look for her 
husband and children."

"Does anyone know that she's here?"

"Lowell! This is Ares wife! We aren't going to do anything to harm her!"

"We'll do what we have to do. But I agree that it should be our last resort."

"So, what are our other options?" Drake asked, then smiled when he saw 
Jim approaching.

"I think that the only people who might be able to come up with 
alternatives are Ima and her sisters."

"I doubt that there's any way that I can keep Andrea busy long enough for 
you to check with them. She's going to want to begin her search as soon as 
she's rested."

"Although this might be a colossal mistake, I'm afraid that there's no time 
to waste. I'm going to have to go and see them tonight."

"Can you even do that?"

"Perhaps. With some help."

"What kind of help do you need?"

Lowell turned and asked, "Jim, do you think that you'd be up to a long 
excursion tonight?"

"Do you mean, to see the hags?"

"That's exactly what I mean. It's a long and arduous journey, but with your 
help I believe that we should be able to reach their home safely."



"What I'm most worried about is what's going to happen after we reach 
their house."

"That also has its perils. But this may be the only way that we can keep 
Deimos and Cain's mother alive. Whatever treatment Ima and her sisters 
came up with to give to Ares seems to have allowed Andrea to throw off 
the curse. Knowing that, there might be something more that they can do."

"Would it be better if I were to go with you?" Drake asked cautiously.

"I would welcome your help, but I can't see myself being able to make the 
trip perched atop an addax. Having ridden over here on Jim's back I feel 
confident that he will be able to get us through the most troublesome part 
of the journey."

"You could take one of our horses, if you think that would work." Drake 
quietly offered.

"No. There are places, one footbridge in particular, where Jim will need to 
be in human form."

"It's okay Dad. Grandpa Lowell won't ask me to do anything that's too 
dangerous." Jim assured his father.

"If I recall correctly, you have fire abilities, too, do you not?" Lowell asked 
slowly.

"Yes. I've even gotten to where I can call up flames in my human form, if I 
need to."

"That's good. Because there's a very real possibility that at some point you 
will need to."

"When are you planning on doing this?" Drake asked apprehensively.

Lowell turned to Jim and asked, "Do you need to do anything before we 
leave?"

"Just this." Jim said, then pulled his father into a firm hug.

* * * * *



"How are you doing? Do you need anything?" Drake asked as he walked into 
the kitchen.

"No. Everything is wonderful. Tannis has been taking very good care of me."

"Good. Just let me know if you need something."

"Actually, I was hoping that you might be able to sit down and talk with me 
for a few minutes. I have some questions that I was hoping you might be 
able to answer."

"Do you think that after the day that you've had, it might not be better to 
get some rest first? There shouldn't be anything urgently requiring my 
attention in the morning so we should be able to have a nice long talk 
when we're both fresh and revived."

Before Andrea could answer, Tannis hurried to his father's side and waited.

"Yes?" Drake asked cautiously.

"I turned on the hot water heater so that Andrea can have a bath, if she 
wants one."

"I should have thought of that. Thank you, Tannis. That was good thinking." 
Drake said as he put an arm around his son's shoulders and hugged him 
firmly.

"It should be hot enough in about ten minutes." Tannis said as he enjoyed 
the feeling of being held.

Andrea watched the scene of caring with a wistful smile and couldn't help 
but think about how desperately she wanted to have the chance to hug her 
own sons.

Drake released his son from the hug, then turned to Andrea and said, "I 
don't know if you enjoy such things, but as part of my work, I also make 
various scented bath oils and candles. If you would like, I could gather a 
few things and you could take a long bath to relieve some of the tension of 
a long and traumatic day."



Andrea was about to refuse the kind offer from the virtual stranger, but 
then remembered seeing the luxurious antique claw foot tub in the 
bathroom and imagined how nice it would be to just stop and relax for a 
short time.

"I know that you didn't bring a change of clothes or anything, but I'm sure 
that Tannis and I will be able to find something of Jim's that you can 
borrow. You're close to his size."

"If you're sure that I'm not going to be putting anyone out..."

"Jim's going to be staying at Lowell's tonight, so it turns out that it's not 
going to be any inconvenience at all."

Tannis looked at his father curiously, but knew better than to question him 
in front of their guest.

"I'm going to go and gather the things that you'll need for your bath while 
Tannis gets you something clean to change into."

"Thank you. I can't believe how nice you're being."

"I can see that you're consumed with worries and responsibilities so I'm 
doing my best to give you a chance to take a break, so you'll be ready to 
take on the world when you're revived and refreshed in the morning." Drake
said simply before leaving the kitchen.

* * * * *

"You'll need to stop up ahead. This is the footbridge that I was telling you 
about." Lowell warned.

Jim slowed his pace, then came to a stop right at the edge.

Lowell was grateful that Jim was kind enough to get down on his haunches 
to allow him to slide off his back.

"Thank you, Jim. If I could get Dibbin to do that, I'd ride him more often." 
Lowell said as he was careful to keep the lantern he was carrying from 
swinging too wildly as he moved.



Jim's body began to lengthen and change as he transformed into his 
centaur form.

"Do you think that I can get across like this?"

"No. The old bridge is in such disrepair that I can't be confident that we can
get across in our human forms."

"It's just such a bother to have to put my shoes back on for just a few 
minutes." Jim said as he willed his body to change back to completely 
human.

"You'll be able to change back to your equine form once we're on the other 
side."

"I can carry the lantern for a while, if you want. I know that your arm has 
to be getting tired." Jim said as he took the first few tentative steps on the
bridge, following exactly in Lowell's wake.

"Yes. Thank you." Lowell said as he turned and handed the lantern back.

"I didn't realize that this gorge was quite this deep."

"Something about travelling at night can make you especially aware of such
things."

"What can you tell me about what's ahead? I've never been here before."

"It appears that the mountainous area must have been formed when two 
continental plates collided, causing the bedrock to become exposed. The 
gorge must have also been formed at that time. The valley behind us is lush
and green whereas the terrain ahead is rocky and supports very little in the
way of vegetation."

"Do you want to ride me or are we going to walk from here on?"

"There's still a bit of a grassy area ahead, so if you have no objection, I'll 
ride until the vegetation becomes spotty. After that, it would be too 
dangerous for you to proceed."



"Someone should really fix this bridge. It looks like one stiff breeze could 
cause the whole thing to collapse."

"While I hate to admit it, I'm afraid that at my age, it just isn't possible for 
me to do certain things anymore."

"I didn't mean you."

"I know what you meant. But the fact of the matter is that this is my 
responsibility."

"I don't know much of anything about bridge building, but I can swing a 
hammer. If you feel like it sometime, I could help you."

"Thank you, Jim. Perhaps between us, we might also be able to talk Deimos
into helping. So not only would the two of you be learning a useful new 
skill, but you might also enjoy doing something productive together."

"Yeah. I'll ask him. But you don't know if he's afraid of heights, do you?"

"He's never mentioned it when he's come back from flying."

"Oh, right."

* * * * *

"Jim, it's time for you to stop. We can't go any further like this."

After letting Lowell slide off his back, Jim transformed to his centaur form.

"You'll need to change all the way. The rocks are just too angled and 
slippery for you to be able to find reliable purchase with your hooves."

"This is one of the few times that I envy Tannis. That little sucker can climb
almost anything in his animal form."

Once Jim had completely transformed, Lowell set down the lantern and 
handed him the bundle of clothes that he had been carrying in a backpack.

"I'm going to leave my shirt off, in case I need to use my fire for 
something." Jim said as he handed the shirt back to Lowell.



After putting the shirt back into the pack, Lowell picked up the lantern 
again.

"I can carry that."

"Thank you."

* * * * *

"I see what you mean about these rocks. Are you alright?"

"Yes. Slow and steady wins the race."

"I'm not worried about winning as much as finishing the race. Is it like this 
all the way to the top?"

"No, no. The path is somewhat easier ahead. And Ima's house isn't at the 
top. We still have another half an hour or so before we'll reach it."

"What was that?"

"What did you see?"

"I don't know. Something moved, over there in those cracks."

"Those would be caves. What you saw could be any number of things. What 
you need to keep in mind is that most things that we encounter will be 
more scared of us than we are of them."

"Most?"

"Remember why you're not wearing a shirt?"

"Right."

* * * * *

"Is that a road?"

"Yes."

"Where does it go?"



"Around the mountain to another bridge."

"Why didn't we go that way?"

"Because it would have nearly tripled our travel time. The road is easier, 
but so inconveniently placed as to be useless for our purposes. The only 
time anyone uses the road is when they're delivering supplies."

"So, does that mean that we're almost there?"

"Yes. Once we get on the road, it's just a few minutes of walking to their 
front door."

"Should I stay in my human form?"

"Ima and her sisters are far beyond being impressed by any of our 
transformations. If you're more comfortable in another form, do what you 
feel you need to. Ima isn't likely to notice in any event."

"Hang on a second so I can get out of my pants, then. I have better access 
to my fire in centaur form. I'd rather be in the best position to react if I 
have to."

"I would do the same, however I'm certain that Ima wouldn't be the least 
bit intimidated by my werewolf form. She'd probably just laugh."

"I can take the backpack, if you want."

"No. It's quite comfortable where it is. If you're ready, we should proceed. 
Time is of the essence."

* * * * *

"Were you waiting up for me?" Andrea asked as she walked into the living 
room.

"I was mostly just reading. But it occurred to me that we never told you 
which room you'd be using. If you're ready for bed, I can show you the way."

"Yes. And thank you for suggesting that bath. It was wonderful."



"Well, I can't take credit for all of it. Tannis actually came up with the idea.
But I'm glad you enjoyed it." Drake said warmly, then gestured toward a 
door as he said, "This will be your room."

"Thank you again, Drake. Have a good sleep. I'll see you in the morning."

"Yes. Pleasant dreams."

* * * * *

"Okay, maybe I should already know this, but what are you doing?" Jim 
asked as he watched Lowell pull repeatedly on a heavy rope.

"It's the only way to let Ima know that someone's out here so that she'll 
open the gate."

"Do you think that she might be asleep, since it's so late?"

"Honestly, I'm not sure that she does sleep."

"From what my dad told us, Ima and her sisters are the women who didn't 
go completely crazy because of the curse. Is that right?"

"Sort of. Part of the curse is to compel women to become pregnant. Ima 
and her sisters never gave birth, so the next part of their curse never went 
into effect, the part that makes them homicidal monsters."

"But they still became hags, didn't they?"

"Yes. But it happened much more slowly than it does to the women who 
didn't resist. Up until the age of thirty-five or so, they looked relatively 
normal."

"Is there anything that I need to do or not do when I'm around them?"

"Typically, they travel as a group to keep each other in line. Be sure that 
you don't let any one of them get you alone in a room. Although I don't 
have any evidence to back this up, it is believed that if Ima or one of her 
sisters were to give in to their desires at this late stage of the curse, that 
they would probably kill both you and themselves."

"Good to know."



"As long as we stay together, we should be alright."

* * * * *

"Lowell?! It's so good to see you. And who is this lovely virile young man 
that you've brought with you?" Ima asked as she ushered them in through 
the iron gate, where three other crones were silently waiting.

"This is Jimson, he's Mandrake's son. You remember Mandrake, don't you?"

"Oh yes. I've spent many feverish nights thinking of him. Now what brings 
you out here after dark? I know you wouldn't have come all this way 
without a good reason."

"Quite right. Do you remember last year when Ares came to you asking for 
some sort of treatment for his wife?"

"Yes. That was an odd one. We'd never come across a case of the curse 
being delayed that long before. It was their twin sons' puberty that caused 
all their curses to awaken, wasn't it?" Ima asked as she led the group inside 
an enormous granite hall.

"That's the best explanation that we could come up with."

"So, let me guess. Has Jimson here found some sweet young thing and 
you're here to ask me if I can release her curse, too?"

"Actually, no. The problem we're facing is that Andrea, that's Ares wife's 
name, she's here, in Brynnhollow. She's searching for her husband and her 
sons. We were hoping that since you were able to successfully relieve her 
of the curse enough so that she could continue to live, that maybe there 
might be something more that we could do to give this family a happy 
ending."

"Has she made contact with her husband or sons?"

"No. Drake is doing his best to keep her at his house while I'm here. If we 
don't have an alternative for him by morning, the only choices we can see 
are to let her continue on and let the curse kill her, or to kill her ourselves,
protecting Ares and his boys from the trauma."



"Giddyup." Ima said playfully as she slapped Jim gently on the rump as she 
passed by him.

Flames immediately sprang into being on Jim's hands and upper arms, 
fueled as much by surprise as his teenage bravado.

"I get a burning sensation, too. Do you want to see where?" Ima asked as 
she broke into a snaggletoothed grin.

Jim's flames withered to nothing as he suddenly looked queasy.

"We need options." Lowell said firmly, drawing all attention to him.

"You mean besides killing her or letting her die?"

"Yes."

Jim startled when he felt a hand begin to travel up the inside of his rear 
left inner thigh.

"Vera, leave that alone. Lowell brought us an unprecedented opportunity 
for study. We need to be careful not to squander it."

"What do you propose?" The crone, Vera, asked as she backed away from 
Jim.

"With the last treatment, we used the traditional spelling components of 
the Brynn to construct a counterspell. Something that we did seems to 
have worked, so given the assumption that this woman, Andrea, is halfway 
between cursed and not, what can we do to take her the rest of the way 
and remove her curse completely?"

"Well, there's always the chance that the curse has been completely 
removed already. If she hasn't had contact with her husband or children, 
then we can't know for sure." Vera said reasonably.

"But if she had been in contact with them, and the curse were still active 
at all, then she'd be dead right now." Lowell explained.

"But at least then we'd know." Vera immediately responded.



"Treatments or testing methods that involve Andrea's death are not really 
what we're looking for." Lowell said firmly.

"Agreed. Death isn't all it's cracked up to be." Ima said distantly, then let 
out a long sigh before saying, "We've been studying the elements of the 
curse for decades. I feel confident in saying that there's no possible way to 
completely lift the curse. That would involve lifting the curse from the 
entire Brynn bloodline, and I doubt that with the help of every witch alive 
today that we could manage that."

"So you know what we can't do. But do you know what we can do?" Lowell 
slowly asked.

"It appears that because Ares' curse didn't activate when it should have, 
and then it being passed on and split between his children might have 
caused its effect to have been reduced on the mother..."

"Does that help us in any way?"

"Maybe. As you said, this woman appears to have been pushed halfway 
between cursed and uncursed. The problem is, a curse is like fabric dye in 
a way. Once you've got it, it's fairly permanent. It's possible to bleach it and
get it to fade slightly, but no matter what you do, you're never going to get 
back to completely pure white."

"So, are you saying it's hopeless?"

"No. Well, yes. Now that I think of it, getting rid of the curse is probably 
hopeless. But rather than try to get the yellow dye out of the white fabric, 
we might be able to cover it with a nice bold green."

"Although I work with fabrics quite extensively and have had over a century
of experience working with fabric dye, do you think that you could drop the
metaphors and just explain what it is that you want to do?"

"Curse her."

After a moment, Lowell finally asked, "Which curse?"



"For this to have any hope of working, it would have to be very similar to 
the curse that we're trying to alter, like yellow is a component of green. 
Basically, we'd curse her to transform, like the men do and we'd probably 
also have to give her the ability to bestow the curse, so if she were to give 
birth or marry again, her offspring or new husband would also fall under 
the terms of our new curse."

"Is that really necessary?"

"I don't think we'll be able to alter the old curse without it, they'd be too 
different."

"What else?"

"Well, with that in place, there shouldn't be any need for the compulsion to
procreate or to dispose of the mate. We could do away with that."

"What about making her a hag? Are you going to fix that too?" Jim asked 
suddenly.

"That's tied to the procreation compulsion. We should be able to do away 
with it." Ima said with a smile at him, which sent a shiver straight up his 
spine.

"You know, if this works, then we're going to have to be on the lookout for 
others who are showing signs of the curse weakening." Vera interjected.

"Or this could be a fluke. We'll just have to wait and see how it goes." Ima 
said resignedly.

"So, have you decided? Can you do it?" Lowell asked cautiously.

"It will take some time to conduct the ritual, but I'm fairly certain that it 
can be done."

"Are we going to have to bring Andrea here?"

"It wouldn't be much of a curse if it only worked where the ceremony was 
conducted."

"What do we have to do, then?"



"Let me see? An apple? A mirror? What would be the appropriate vessel for a
curse such as this?"

"Let me have my clothes. I may have something." Jim said quickly.

All eyes were on him as he rummaged through the backpack and then 
worked to take something out of one of his pants pockets.

"What is it that you've got there?" Lowell asked curiously.

"It's a charm that I made. Actually, there are four of them. Tannis and I 
each have one of these with a thylacine and a wyvern. Deimos and Cain 
each have a charm of a goat and horse."

At Ima's questioning gaze, Jim felt compelled to explain, "The thylacine 
and the wyvern are her kids animal forms. If you curse this charm, then it's 
kind of a reminder for her of why she's going through all of this."

Ima considered for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision. She 
walked up to Jim and took the charm from his open palm and replaced it 
with a key.

"This is going to take us some time and we're not going to be able to keep 
watch on each other. Lowell can show you where the cage is."

"Thank you, Ma'am."

"You know, I've never really had a thing for horses. But after meeting you... 
I'm probably going to be thinking about them a lot."

"We'll just be going... now..." Jim said uneasily as he looked at Lowell 
urgently.

"I'll come and get you once we're done cursing the talisman." Ima called 
after them as they left.

* * * * *

"Dad?" A small voice called as the bedroom door opened.

"Tannis? What's wrong? Are you having trouble sleeping?"



"What? No. I mean, yes. It's always hard for me to sleep in human form. But
it's also because I'm worried. What happened to Jim?"

"Climb in here with me and I'll tell you."

"I haven't slept with you in years."

"Then maybe we're a bit overdue. Come on."

"Okay."

"Your brother went with Lowell Brynner to visit the witches on the 
mountain to try and find a way to help Andrea."

"But won't they hurt him? Didn't you always say that the witches tried to 
trick men into going to their castle so that they could kill them?"

"Yes. I said that, and it's mostly true. But I think that you're old enough now
to know the whole truth."

"Is it worse than the lie?"

"In ways. But it also helps to explain why the witches do what they do and 
why your brother would take the risk of going there."

"Okay."

"You know about the curse and the way that it affects women. The witches 
were able to resist the curse and have devoted their lives to learning about
the dark arts so that they can hopefully find a way to undo the curse 
forever."

"So they're not really evil?"

"No. In fact, not many people are... unless you're talking politics. But that's
a discussion for another time. You see, the witches are still operating under
the influence of the curse which compels them toward certain behaviors. 
Some of the things that they are forced to do are dangerous and can end up
killing people, so they have to live separately and be very careful."

"So Jim could really get hurt?"



"Yes. But Lowell has been dealing with the witches for longer than I've been
alive. He knows how to protect himself and will do everything in his power 
to protect Jim, too."

"Do you think Jim will be alright?"

"I hope so, Tan. And I think that after going through something like this that
he'll probably learn a few new things about life and possibly about himself. 
He'll be better off for having had the experience."

"Are you worried?"

"Of course I am. But I know that he's doing the right thing for the right 
reason, so I just have to let it happen and hope for the best."

"Is there anything we can do to help him?"

"We can watch after Andrea and make sure that everything that he's going 
through isn't in vain."

"She's nice. I can see why Cain and Deimos are such good people with 
parents like theirs."

"I agree. Now be quiet and try to get some sleep."

"Goodnight. I love you."

"I love you, too."

* * * * *

"Lowell, it's time to wake up."

"What? Oh, Ima. Have you finished your curse?"

"Yes. Although the magic turned out to be a little darker than I usually like,
I think that this should do what we need it to."

"How do we make it work?"

"Keep it in the pouch until you're ready to use it. All you have to do is have 
her touch it and the curse will be bestowed."



"What happens when she lets go of it?"

"That's hard to say. There shouldn't be any remnants of the curse left on it, 
but I can't be positive. It would probably be best if she were to keep it with
her."

"So we don't have to say any words or anything?"

"No. Everything you need is rooted in the talisman. By the way, my sisters 
and I noticed the style and quality of Jimson's work. If he'd be interested, 
we would very much like it if he'd make us some more."

"I'll be sure to ask him about it."

"You'd better wake him up so you can be on your way. From what you said 
last night, there is something of a time limit at play."

"Yes. Quite right. Is it safe for us to leave?"

"I have my sisters locked in and I'll be joining them straight away. Give us 
five minutes or so, then you should be safe."

"Thanks Ima. We owe you a debt that we can never repay."

Ima chuckled, then said, "You repay it a little each time you deliver food 
and supplies. We're not dim. We know that there are those who believe 
that we should have been killed decades ago. Thank you for all that you do 
to continue to include us in the outside world."

"Even though we're all cursed, that doesn't mean that we can't still be kind 
to each other."

"Truer words were never spoken. Be well, my friend." Ima said before 
hurrying away.

* * * * *

"Are you sure that they're not going to attack us?" Jim asked as he walked 
with Lowell toward the iron gate at a hurried pace.

"Actually, no."



"Do you have the lantern?"

"Yes. But I'm not going to light it until we have the gate firmly closed 
behind us."

"Are we going to take the road down or are we going to go back the way 
that we came?"

"Before I answer, do you think that there's any way that you could carry the
backpack in your horse form?"

"No. Not easily."

"How is your night vision when you're in centaur form?"

"Actually, it's better than when I'm in full horse. Plus, I can always bring up 
my flames if I need to light my way."

"Good. Then I was thinking that we might try taking the road in our animal 
forms. It's probably going to take everything that we've got to run full-out 
all the way back to your home, but I think that it will probably end up 
being faster than clamoring over slippery rocks in the dark."

"What are we going to do with the lantern?"

"It can attach to the back of the backpack." Lowell said as he stopped to 
push the iron gate closed.

"So we don't need to light it?"

"No. Just give me a moment to strip and stowe my clothes, then we'll be 
ready to go."

"I'm ready when you are."

"Remember that you're wearing the backpack. Don't burn up our clothes."

"I'll do my best to keep that in mind."

"Grrr."

"Let's do it!"



* * * * *

"Good morning. Did you have a good sleep?" Drake asked Andrea pleasantly 
when she walked into the living room.

"Yes. I can't believe how quiet it is here."

"I've heard that there are places where it's noisy all the time. I don't think 
that I could live someplace like that."

"You adapt. But the peace and quiet here is nice."

"Are you cooking something?"

"Tannis is. I'd better get back in there to supervise. He's still learning."

* * * * *

"How's it going, Tan?" Drake asked as he walked to his son and gave him a 
quick hug.

"Okay, I think. Does the oatmeal look right?" Tannis asked cautiously.

"Perfect. I bet that's going to taste good."

"Good morning, Andrea. Did you sleep well?" Tannis asked curiously.

"Yes. Very well." Andrea answered, then turned to Drake and asked, "Isn't 
he a little young to be learning how to cook?"

"No. I don't think so. It's a skill that will serve him well throughout his life, 
so I think that he should have adequate time, here at home, to learn as 
much as he can."

"Maybe it was the way that I was raised, but I never even thought about 
teaching my sons to cook."

"I'm cooking because I want to. If I didn't feel like it today, Dad or Jim 
would do it." Tannis said from the stove.

"Who's that?" A young voice asked from the kitchen doorway.



"That's Andrea." Drake said with a smile, then said to their guest, "Andrea, 
this is my daughter Viv."

"Hello." Andrea said with a smile at the girl.

"Hi."

"Is your brother awake?"

"Yeah. He's getting dressed."

"Good. Take a seat at the table. Breakfast will be ready in just a minute."

A sound at the back door drew all their attention.

As the teenager stepped in, Drake was immediately at his side, hugging him
furiously.

"Are you alright? How did everything go?" Drake asked anxiously.

"Everything's fine, Drake." Lowell assured him as he walked past the 
hugging father and son.

Drake paused for a moment to gather himself before saying, "Andrea, this is
one of my neighbors, Lowell, and this young man in my arms is my oldest 
son, Jim."

"Lowell Brynner." Lowell said as he looked her in the eyes.

"Brynner? Do you know Ares? Do you know where Chris and David are?" 
Andrea asked in a rush.

"Do you think that we might be able to sit and talk? I'm really quite tired." 
Lowell asked Drake hopefully.

"Good idea. Let's move into the living room." Drake said decisively, then 
turned and asked, "Tan, will you see that Ollie and Viv get fed and walk 
them to school? Tell Wyatt that Jim is going to stay home today. I need him 
here."

"Yeah." Tannis said slowly.



"What about my boys? Do you know where they are?" Andrea asked 
frantically.

"Come into the living room and I'll explain all of that." Lowell assured her as
he started walking.

"Please try to be patient for just a moment. You're about to get your 
answers." Drake said to her quietly, then motioned for her to precede him 
out of the room.

* * * * *

"Can I get anyone some tea or anything?" Drake asked as everyone found 
places to sit.

"I'll take care of that, Dad. You probably need to be in here for this." Jim 
said before walking back toward the kitchen.

"What about my boys? Do you know if they're alright?" Andrea asked as soon 
as she was seated.

"They're fine." Lowell told her firmly, then held up a hand to forestall any 
further questions.

"You'll have to excuse me. I'm old, tired and not altogether patient to begin
with. Please allow me to explain a few things and then you can feel free to
ask any questions that I haven't already answered."

Andrea had to fight to hold herself back, but finally nodded her agreement.

"I'm sure that you probably don't believe in things such as curses and 
witches and the like. Most people don't nowadays. But, as it turns out, 
belief isn't required."

"What does this have to do with my boys?" Andrea blurted out.

"There is a curse upon our family, on our bloodline. The men become 
monsters and the women either go insane or die. When you married into 
the family, the curse fell upon you, too."

Andrea was surprisingly silent at the declaration.



"Ares will be able to explain to you why he made the decisions that he did. 
But what you need to know right now is that the curse is still in effect. If 
we do not proceed very carefully, your life could be in danger."

"What does this have to do with my boys?"

"Their curse forces them to transform into animals. Before you say 
anything, I know that there's no way that you're going to believe it unless 
you see it for yourself." Lowell said as he untucked his shirt and undid the 
first few buttons.

"What are you doing?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"Just giving you a little taste of what your sons are facing." Lowell said 
gently, then started to change, ever so slightly.

He didn't complete the transformation to his half-form, but enough of his 
wolfly features came into being so that they couldn't be denied.

"This has happened to your sons, and this is why your husband chose to 
bring them here, where they could grow up in safety."

"Why couldn't he just tell me?"

"It was thought that Ares somehow avoided the curse. For many years he 
lived his life without ever transforming. It's only when your sons 
approached the autumn of their twelfth year that the curse was activated 
in all of you."

"All of us? You mean, me too?"

"Yes. That was the source of your illness. The last time you saw your 
husband was when he was bringing you what he hoped would be a cure for 
you. However, one of the conditions of the cure was that if you were to see
him or your sons again, you would most certainly die."

"No. It can't be." Andrea muttered, mostly to herself.

Jim walked into the room and quietly set the tea service on the coffee 
table, then moved to stand by his father.



"Andrea. The curse is on everyone here. I know it's hard to believe, but we 
all live with it every day. My children are growing up without their mothers 
because of the curse. We stay sequestered from the outside world due to 
the curse. None of us chose this, but it's the way things are and we have to 
do our best to keep on living."

"Are you saying that my choices are to either see my children and die, or to
leave here and never see my children again, which will cause me to die a 
little inside every day?"

"With what you've seen since you've been here and what we've told you, 
there's no way that you would be allowed to leave. It would threaten the 
community."

"So, are you going to keep me prisoner here? Or are you going to kill me?" 
Andrea asked quietly as she continued to stare at the wolfman before her.

"Jim and I made a trip last night to see if we couldn't come up with a 
better option for you."

Lowell finally returned to his fully human form as he continued, "So far as 
we know, there's no way that the curse can be removed, but it has been 
suggested that the curse can be altered so that you can have contact with 
your husband and children."

"What does that mean?" Andrea asked in a daze.

"I can't say that I understand all of it, but it appears that the new curse 
would cause you to be able to transform, as our menfolk do. Beyond that, 
it's hard to say. If you were to marry or have a child, your new curse would 
likely befall them as well."

"So my choices are to be a prisoner, die or be cursed?"

"Yes. It seems that way."

"That's not much of a choice. But since I don't really believe in curses 
anyway, I suppose that I'll do that. What do I have to do?"

"Jim? Do you have the talisman?" Lowell asked as he looked at the teenager.



"Yeah. Right here." Jim said as he took the pouch out of his pocket and 
handed it to Lowell.

"All you have to do is take the talisman out of the pouch and be sure to 
keep it with you. It should allow you to be near your husband and children."
Lowell said as he offered the pouch to her.

"That's it?"

"That's it."

"Should I do it now?"

"Perhaps we should step outside. There's no way to know what type of 
transformation you might be compelled to make." Lowell slowly suggested.

"I still don't believe in this. But if this means that I can see my boys, I'll do 
it."

"Let's go outside and get this done, then we'll go and see them." Drake said 
to her gently.

* * * * *

The group had filed out the front door, then stood in a loosely formed 
circle and waited to see what would happen next.

"Just take it out of the pouch?" Andrea asked nervously.

"Yes." Lowell said simply.

Everyone watched as Andrea carefully extracted the small silver charm 
from the velvety bag.

There was a long moment of silence, then Jim finally asked, "Did it work?"

"We'll have to assume that it did. The only way to be sure is for us to go to 
Ares house."

"Then, if everyone's ready, I suppose that we should be going." Drake said 
as he looked around the group.



"Grandpa Lowell, if you'll carry my clothes, I'll give you a ride." Jim quietly 
offered.

"I'll be able to manage. You have to be tired after the long journey."

"Don't worry about me. I'm going either way, so I won't mind carrying you."

"You two go on and we'll catch up." Lowell said to Drake and Andrea, then 
motioned for Jim to walk with him around the side of the house.

"We're going to walk?" Andrea asked in confusion as Drake started out ahead
of her.

"Yes. It's just the way we do things here. You'll get used to it." Drake said 
easily.

"I doubt that I'll ever get used to this. But I guess that I don't have any 
other choice."

"Please just try to keep in mind that Lowell, Jim and everyone else that 
you've met since you've been here have done everything in their power to 
make things turn out the best for you. You're among friends."

"It's funny, back home there aren't too many people who I would call my 
friends. There are people that I know and we speak when our paths cross, 
but I'd never expect them to go out of their way for me."

"It may take some adjustment, but I don't think you'll have too much 
trouble getting used to it. From what I've heard, life here tends to move at 
a different pace. But once you settle into it, all the important things are 
still there."

"Thank you, Drake." Andrea said sincerely.

"Would you like for us to go ahead and let Ares know that we're coming?" 
Lowell asked as he rode bareback on a beautiful red horse.

"I can't see how making him anxious in advance will improve anything. Let's 
just go and see how this plays out." Drake said decisively.



"That's probably best. Besides, I think that after the night that we've had, 
Jim will appreciate the slower pace."

Andrea looked at the horse curiously, then at Lowell uncertainly.

"Yes. This is Jim."

"Maybe I died in the hospital and this is all a dream... or a nightmare." 
Andrea said uncertainly.

"If it helps you to think of it that way, then I see no harm in it. Maybe you 
died in the outside world and were reborn here, in Brynnhollow." Drake 
suggested with a smile.

After a moment to think about that, Andrea quietly said, "Just as long as I 
can be with my sons and know that they're safe and happy, I don't care 
about the rest."

* * * * *

Drake's homestead was somewhat remote, although not nearly as bad as 
some others. The group ambled along without conversation for nearly an 
hour.

After walking across a wooden footbridge, Andrea quietly asked, "How 
much further is it?"

"We should reach Ares' place in about half an hour."

"You knew who I was from the beginning, didn't you?"

"Yes. Just as soon as you told me your name."

"Do you know my husband well?"

"Ares and I knew each other as casual acquaintances when he lived here 
before. But since he's been back we've gotten a lot closer because our 
children have become close friends."

"It's good to know that Chris and David are making friends here. For all of 
their lives they've mostly just had each other."



"When they came to live here, they changed their names. To us they're 
known as Cain and Deimos."

"Why did they change their names?"

"There are people here who hold onto their bitterness and prejudice about 
certain spiritual matters. I can't say that I really understand it, but I'm glad 
the boys chose to go through with it. Their lives will be easier as a result."

"As long as they're happy, I'll be happy."

"From what I've seen of them, they are."

* * * * *

"What should we do if Andrea starts having a bad reaction? Is there anything
that we can do to help her?" Drake asked Lowell quietly as they walked.

"Everything that can be done has been done. All that's left is to see it play 
out."

"What about Ares? Is there anything we can do to prepare him?"

"Regretfully, sometimes it's necessary to endure certain emotional 
revelations to maintain one's perspective. Ares will make his decisions in 
the moment, then he'll have to face the consequences. If we try to shield 
him from those decisions, he might not behave true to his nature."

"What do you think will happen?"

"Who's to say? Such a thing has never happened before."

* * * * *

"This is it. Andrea, why don't you go ahead and knock on the door? We'll be 
right here if you need us." Lowell said gently as Jim came to a stop.

Andrea wanted to object, but forced herself to walk to the front door of 
the quaint little cottage.

It took every bit of courage at her command to raise her hand and knock.



She could hear her heart beating in her ears as she waited.

As the seconds passed, she felt her anxiety start to fade.

"He might be around back, in his workshop." Lowell cautiously suggested as 
he scooted off Jim's back.

Andrea waited a moment longer, then hesitantly took a step back from the 
door.

"I can take you back there, if you want." Jim quietly offered.

"Thank you, Ji..." Andrea trailed off at the sight of the teenage centaur.

"You need to be careful doing that in public." Drake warned.

"Ares doesn't mind. He says that we're far enough away from anyone else 
that it doesn't matter here."

* * * * *

As Andrea and Jim were walking away from the others, Andrea stopped Jim 
and quietly said, "Your father mentioned that you're friends with my sons. 
Can I ask you something?"

"Sure. I guess."

"Do they ever mention me? Do you know if they miss me?"

"That's not the kind of thing they really talk about much in front of me. But
one time when Deimos and I were alone, he told me about how the last 
time he saw you was when you were in the hospital and he wondered if you
were alright."

"Do you know if they're mad at their father for taking them away?"

"No. Since they've transformed they understand about what the curse is and
how it means that they can't be around regular people anymore. They 
might be a little bit mad, but it's not at you or their dad, it's more at the 
situation."

"Thank you, Jim. It helps me to know that."



"Come on. The workshop's right back here."

* * * * *

"Here it is. I'm going to go back and get dressed. If you run into any trouble 
just give a yell, you've got all of us to help you." Jim said before turning to 
leave.

Andrea watched the young centaur trot away, then cautiously stepped up 
to the door and knocked.

"Just come on in! My hands are full!" Ares called loudly from inside.

Andrea glanced behind her and saw that Lowell and Drake were standing by
the edge of the house, a respectful distance away, ready to step in and 
help her if they were needed.

Summoning all her courage, Andrea opened the door and stepped inside.

* * * * *

It took a moment for Andrea's eyes to adjust to the much dimmer light 
inside the workshop.

She looked around the various pieces of furniture for a moment but 
couldn't see any movement.

"Ares?" She called tentatively.

There was a long moment of silence, then Ares quietly responded, 
"Andrea?"

"I'm glad you still remember me."

"I never forgot you, not even for a minute." Ares said as he emerged from 
behind a set of tall, freestanding cabinets.

"Why did you leave me the way that you did?" Andrea asked as tears started
to fall down her cheeks.



"I was told that it was the only way to save your life." Ares said honestly, 
then added, "But I was also told that if I ever saw you or spoke to you 
again, that you'd immediately die. How can you be here?"

"To be honest, I really don't know. It has something to do with curses and 
bloodlines or something, but you should probably talk to Drake or Lowell 
about that. I really don't have a clue."

"They found a way to contravene the curse?" Ares asked cautiously.

"It looks that way." Andrea said frankly, then quietly asked, "Are you happy 
to see me?"

"Yes! Of course! It's just such a shock." Ares said as he moved forward to 
pull Andrea into his arms.

The moment that they touched, it seemed that Andrea was falling.

Ares instinctively tried to catch her, but his arms caught only empty air.

Upon closer examination, it turned out that she wasn't falling, but 
shrinking.

Ares knelt down and moved her blouse aside to reveal a white swan, 
tangled in her clothes.

"Andrea..." Ares said with a regretful shake of his head.

The bird made a little squawk and ruffled its feathers at him.

"I don't know what to tell you... if your transformation is anything like 
mine, then you should be able to change back by remembering the feeling 
that you just had and willing it to reverse." Ares tried to explain.

There was a long quiet moment, then Ares noticed the swan was beginning 
to puff up and perhaps to change.

"That's it, you're doing it." Ares gently encouraged.

As Andrea started regaining her human form, she cautiously asked, "What 
just happened?"



"You turned into a swan."

"You're kidding."

"You're still halfway changed, see for yourself."

After a moment, Andrea quietly said, "It's all true."

"Believe me, if it weren't, there's nothing that could have kept me from 
your side for the past year."

"You don't know how much I want to hate you for leaving me. It's my right 
to hate you! You left me when I was at my most vulnerable!"

"I know. And I swear that If it weren't for the boys, I might have made some
different decisions. You don't know how much I wanted to be there with 
you until the very end, and then to follow you."

"I understand what you're saying! But that doesn't make it hurt any less!"

"What do you want me to do?"

"I don't know! I'm just pissed off at you!"

"You have every right to be."

Andrea fought to regain control of her emotions, then finally said, "With all
that I've learned in the past twenty-four hours, I understand why you did 
what you did. I guess the big question is, what do we do now?"

"Not that I'm complaining, but you might want to think about getting 
dressed."

"Oh, yeah." Andrea said as she looked down at herself covered in delicate 
white feathers, then cautiously asked, "How do I undo this?"

"Just remember what it felt like to be human and then what it felt like to 
be something else. You can internally push yourself to become one or the 
other."

It took a moment of concentration, but Andrea was finally able to force her
body to return to its fully human state.



"As to what we should do next... I suppose the better question is what do 
you want to do next?"

"What do you mean? What I want is for us to go back to the way things were
before."

"But things aren't the same."

"Are you talking about living here instead of back in the city?"

"That's only part of it."

"What are you saying?"

"I let you go. I've moved on."

"Do you mean that there's someone else?"

"No, Andrea. What I'm saying is that in the past year, I've gone through the 
stages of grieving over losing you. I'm not saying that we can't be together, 
I'm just warning you that none of us are the same people that we were a 
year ago. Please, let's just take the time to do this right. Not only will that 
be the best thing for the boys, but also the fairest thing that we can do for 
each other and for ourselves."

"Do you still love me?"

"Yes. Of course. I'll never stop loving you. But can you really see yourself 
living here in Brynnhollow with me and not being angry and resentful and 
bored out of your mind?"

"I don't know. This place is so completely different from everything that I'm 
used to that I don't know what I would do here."

"Then why don't we hold off on making any new commitments until you've 
had time to sort through your options? One thing that you'll learn about 
Brynnhollow is that there isn't any rush."

"Yes. I've noticed that."



"In the meantime, you can stay with us or with my grandfather... I suppose 
that we could even check in town to see if anyone has a room that they'd 
like to rent out."

"I just naturally thought that I'd live with you and the boys."

"If you want to, that's fine. Just as long as it's clear that that's not your only
choice. In fact, if you wanted, we could even build you your own house, 
built to your specifications. As you can see, you won't have to worry about 
furnishings."

"You make furniture now?"

"My grandfather has been helping me rediscover the skills that I learned 
when I was growing up here."

"Do you think of us as not being married anymore?"

"We're not married like we were before. I'm not the person that I was back 
then, and I suspect that neither are you. If you'd agree to it, I'd very much 
like to get to know the person who you are now and if we find out that we 
want to be married, then we can make a marriage in the here and now 
between the people who we've become."

"I think that maybe you're right about it being too soon for us to be making 
any decisions. But right this minute, the only thing that I want to do is see 
the boys."

"Then let's go. I can't wait to see the looks on their faces."

* * * * *

"Is everything alright? We heard screaming." Jim asked cautiously.

Andrea did a double take, seeing Jim back in his fully human form.

"It's fine now. Emotions were running high and we had to decide how we 
were going to continue forward." Ares assured him.

"So what are we doing?" Lowell asked cautiously.

"Going to see the boys." Ares said simply.



"Dad's right. I don't need to be running around in my transformed state. 
Someone might see." Jim said timidly.

Andrea smiled at him, then looked to Ares to see what he was going to do 
next.

"Well, if no one has any other plans, let's go see the boys."

* * * * *

"Where are we going?" Andrea asked as they walked.

"Over to Marlon Cowbrynn's place. He hosts a school at his house for several
of the local children." Ares said casually.

"Is that where Tannis took your younger kids this morning?" Andrea asked 
Drake who was walking at her other side.

"No. They're over at Wyatt Brynnford's house. It's basically the same 
arrangement except that it's nearer our house." Drake answered.

"Why don't you have one school for all the children?" Andrea asked 
curiously.

"There are a few reasons. The travel to and from the school would be 
unreasonably long for some of the kids. Plus, some of the parents hold 
some rather firm and controversial beliefs that they want to impress upon 
their children. Finally, a formal central school would likely be a hardship on
some of the families who need their children near to home to help them at 
certain times of the year. We tend to work best when things are flexible 
and informal." Lowell explained.

"It's so different here." Andrea said distantly.

"Yes. But, at least for me, it isn't different in a bad way." Ares assured her.

"You grew up here. You're used to this. For me, it's like living in a foreign 
land." Andrea said anxiously.

"People move to foreign lands all the time, and some of them choose to 
stay and assimilate."



"I think that choice was already made for me."

"Maybe the choice about staying or not was denied you, but the choice of 
what you'll do now that you're here is entirely up to you." Ares said firmly.

"How do you mean?" Drake asked curiously.

"Earlier, I was telling Andrea that now that she's here, she has a choice 
about what happens next. What happened in the past can stay in the past 
and she's free to investigate all the possibilities before deciding what to do 
next."

"He even suggested that I could get a place of my own." Andrea added.

"I guess I just naturally assumed..." Drake began to say, then seemed to 
change his mind and said, "If you need a place to stay, you know where to 
find me."

"Thank you, Drake. I'll be sure to keep that in mind." Andrea said to him 
with a smile.

"No, really!" Jim interjected. "It'd be great if you'd stay with us!"

"Jim. It's her decision." Drake said in a low, warning tone.

"I know. I just wanted her to know it's not just because we're neighborly. 
She could stay with us and it'd be like a real home."

Drake nodded at his son, then turned his gaze forward as they continued to
walk.

* * * * *

"I'd rather this not happen in front of all their friends and classmates. If 
you'll wait here for a minute, I'll go and get them." Ares said before walking
ahead of the group.

"Don't worry, Andrea. The boys haven't stopped missing you or loving you for
one minute since they've been here." Lowell said gently.

"Why did this happen? Why are things like this?" Andrea asked as she 
watched where her husband had gone.



"I wonder how many people in how many different parts of the world are 
asking the exact same thing, right this moment." Lowell said thoughtfully.

Andrea looked at him curiously.

"Life happens. Sometimes it's inconvenient. Sometimes it's unfair. 
Sometimes it's just plain wrong. It still keeps happening. All we can do is 
deal with it."

"Mom!" A voice called excitedly.

Andrea turned and her eyes filled with tears as she saw her sons racing 
toward her.

"Look at how you've grown! You're practically grown men now!" Andrea said 
as she held her arms open wide to invite her sons in.

"Mom! Are you alright? Are you all better now?" Cain asked tearfully.

"I'm fine, baby. The people in the hospital took really good care of me." 
Andrea assured him.

"How did you find us?" Deimos asked his mother as he hugged her.

"I just found some old paperwork of your father's with a Waxell address on 
it, so I decided to come here and see if anyone knew who he was and 
where he might be." Andrea said with a smile.

"Are you staying here with us?" Cain asked hopefully.

"From what I understand, I don't have much choice in the matter." Andrea 
said, then glanced at Ares, who was watching the whole scene.

"Why not? Did you get cursed, too?" Cain asked with concern.

"I was told that the only way I could see you again is if I were willing to 
accept being cursed. So of course, I did."

"It's not bad. In fact, we can do things that other people only dream of. I 
can run and hunt in the night and Deimos can fly." Cain explained excitedly.



"The longer I'm here, the more I'm seeing that this whole place is like a 
dream." Andrea said gently.

"Have you seen our house yet?" Deimos asked suddenly.

"Only from the outside."

"You're going to love it! Dad and Grandpa made all the furniture and they 
let us help!" Deimos said happily.

"I can't wait to see it." Andrea said warmly.

"There's no reason you should have to. If you're ready, we can go right now."
Ares said with a smile.

* * * * *

As the group started walking back toward Ares house, Andrea quietly said 
to her husband, "I've been thinking about what you were saying before."

"What was that?"

"I came here with the intent of finding you and the boys, but I never really 
considered what I would do after that."

"Have you come to any decisions?"

"I think that maybe you were right. Too much time has passed. Too many 
things have happened. We can't pick up where we left off."

"What would you like to do?"

"I'm not sure, yet. But I think that I need some time to myself to consider 
my options."

"I'm sure that Grandpa wouldn't mind if you stayed at his place for a while."

"No. That's alright. Drake and his family have offered to allow me to stay 
with them. I think that I may take them up on it."

"You're not going to stay with us?" Cain asked in a stricken tone.



"I'm going to stay here in Brynnhollow and I'll be seeing you all the time, 
but your father and I discussed it and I think that it may be best that I take 
things slowly and make some decisions about what the right thing is to do 
going forward so that all of us can enjoy long and happy lives."

"But having you at home with us would make us happy." Deimos assured her.

"I'm sure that I would be happy there, too. But tell me, what do you think 
I'm going to do while you and your brother are at school or out with your 
friends? What am I supposed to do while your father is at work? Am I just 
supposed to wait for all of you to remember that I'm at home waiting for 
you?"

"We won't go out!" Cain immediately promised.

"That wouldn't be fair to you... or me. I'm going to take some time to see 
what they have here in Brynnhollow and what I can do to fit in here. I'll 
always be your mother and I'll always love you. I'll be right here whenever 
you need me."

"Think about it boys, after all the tough times we've survived and the 
changes that we've been through, your mom deserves the chance to figure 
out what she can do to enrich herself and find happiness in every day of 
her life. You're old enough now to be thinking of what you'd like your own 
lives to be like once you're out on your own. Maybe you can watch what 
your mother's going through and even talk to her about her decisions so 
that you'll have a better idea of what choices you'll be facing when the 
time comes." Ares said reasonably.

"Thanks Ares." Andrea said with a smile at him, then turned and asked, 
"Drake, were you serious about me staying with you for a while longer?"

"Of course! We'd love to have you." Drake answered immediately.

"Then I'd like to accept your kind offer." Andrea said with a smile.

"Are you going to need to go to town for clothes or anything? I'm sure that 
Jim won't mind you borrowing his clothes, but I can't see that working for 
the long term."



"I have some suitcases in my car... wherever that is. I left it at the place 
where the road suddenly ended."

"Jim? Do you think that you could run into town and ask Mason if him or any
of the runners have picked up Andrea's car? If they haven't, make sure that 
they know it's out there so that they can get it. Either way, let them know 
that we're going to need her suitcases over at our house before the end of 
the night."

"Should I run or can I gallop?" Jim asked cautiously.

"Best run. We wouldn't want to give anyone a reason to complain about a 
'wild teenager' running loose on the streets in broad daylight."

"If you want to 'change', I can ride you into town. No one should have any 
problem with that." Deimos quickly offered.

Jim looked at his father expectantly.

"Fine. Just don't be too obvious about it." Drake relented with a smile.

"We'll meet you back at the house." Deimos told his parents before dashing 
away with Jim at his side.

"Jim's got to be exhausted after being up most of the night." Lowell 
commented absently as he watched them go.

"You remember what it's like to be that age." Drake said with a smile.

Lowell looked at him dubiously.

"Right. I forgot. Maybe you don't." Drake chuckled

* * * * *

"Where is Chris?" Andrea asked her husband curiously.

"His name is Cain now. And I sent him to invite someone else to our 
celebration." Ares said simply.

"Oh. Then what about your father?"



"He's my grandfather, and he's in my room taking a nap. Apparently he was 
up all night."

"Is there anything I can do to help you prepare your celebration?"

"I think I've got everything covered. Why don't you keep Drake company 
until the 'party' can begin?"

"He had to go back to his house so that he'll be there when his kids get 
home from school. He'll be back with them in a little while."

"Well then, if you'd like to help, I have a crate of berries stored in the root 
cellar that need to be cleaned. They'll be great with the sponge cake that 
I'm making."

"That sounds good. Where's the root cellar?"

"Out the back door and about ten feet to your left."

"Look at us. Who would've ever thought that we'd end up like this?"

"Yeah. We really lucked out, didn't we?" Ares asked with a smile.

"It looks like maybe we did." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"Besides that, this isn't how we ended up. This is a new beginning."



Outside In

The knock on his front door heralded the upcoming change in his life.

There was nothing to say that if he hadn't answered it, that anything might 
have turned out differently. But it still seemed that in that one pivotal 
moment as the door swung open, his entire world changed.

"Uncle Dark! Guess what?!" Cain demanded as soon as the door opened.

Dark was as perplexed by the impossibly vague question as he was by the 
normally restrained teenager behaving like a five year old on a sugar high.

"I can't guess. You're going to have to tell me."

"My mom's here! She's over at our house, right now!"

"How is that even possible? I thought that if you or your dad ever saw her 
again that she'd die."

"I don't know. Dad could probably explain it. He told me to come over here 
and ask you if you wanted to come over to our house to celebrate."

"Your mom is here and your dad wants me to be there?"

"Yeah! Do you want to come over or not? I can wait if you need me to, but I 
don't want to miss too much."

"I suppose, if Ares asked you to..."

"Then come on!"

* * * * *



Dark was surprised and pleased that in the rush to reach their destination, 
Cain had been able to resist the urge to assume his animal form and race 
ahead.

Although they weren't running, they were moving at a fast enough pace 
that it made conversation difficult, if not impossible. That was just fine 
with Dark. He appreciated having a few minutes to compose himself before
meeting Andrea for the first time.

Ever since Ares had returned to Brynnhollow, Ares and Dark had spent a 
great deal of their free time together. They might drink some ale and 
reminisce about 'the good old days' or they might engage in some activity 
with the boys, but all that Dark knew was that it was as close as he could 
come to having a family since his own had been lost in a fire, many years 
before.

The undefinable emptiness that Dark carried with him for as long as he 
remembered, seemed to be filled by Ares' presence. Dark had found such 
contentment in the recent months that the news of Andrea's arrival shook 
him to the core.

To be honest, Ares had never spoken an unkind word about his wife. But by 
the same token, neither had he been singing her praises. Dark could tell 
that Ares carried some regrets about the way things had turned out. But he 
didn't get the sense that Ares was 'pining' for her.

* * * * *

As Cain and Dark approached Ares' house, Dark felt his anxiety ratchet up 
another notch.

He had lost his best friend once, which had been the beginning of a very 
lonely time of his life. His logical mind couldn't seem to find any reason to 
believe that the same thing wasn't about to happen again.

"Oh yeah, Dad told me to tell you that Mom knows about the curse and 
stuff, so it's okay to talk about it in front of her." Cain said just before 
opening the front door.



The words drew Dark's mind back to the question of how Andrea could be 
there at all. By all that he knew, once a woman had been cursed, she 
would go insane or die. It was a simple immutable fact of their lives.

"Dark! I'm glad you're here! Come on in and get comfortable!" Ares said 
from the kitchen doorway, then added, "Andrea will be out in just a 
minute."

"How is everything?"

Ares stopped and considered for a moment before answering, "About a 
hundred unexpected and impossible things have happened in the past 
twenty-four hours. From the way things look right this minute, everything's 
fine, but don't hold me to that."

"You got it."

"Go ahead and sit down. Can I get you anything to drink?"

"Do you still have any of that ale from the summer solstice celebration?"

"I think so." Ares said uncertainly, then cautiously asked, "Are you alright? 
You don't usually indulge in the hard stuff."

"I'll probably only have one. I just need to take the edge off."

"The edge off of what? Is something wrong?"

"I don't know yet. But I have a strong feeling that if things end up going in 
that direction that I'll appreciate already being somewhat anesthetized."

"You realize that I have no idea what we're talking about, don't you?"

"Yeah. How about I sit down and shut up while you get me that drink?"

Ares lingered for a moment, looking at Dark with concern, before nodding 
and retreating into the kitchen.

* * * * *

Dark sat in the living room for a moment and fought to collect his 
emotions. Although the prospect of returning to his life of solitude was a 



major factor in his discomfort, there was something deeper that Dark was 
working very hard not to acknowledge.

"Here you go." Ares said carrying a large bottle and an empty glass.

"Thanks..." Dark began to say, then saw Andrea slowly entering the living 
room.

"Dark, I'd like for you to meet my wife, Andrea." Ares said, somewhat 
formally.

Before Dark could respond, Andrea quietly said, "Please don't introduce me 
as your wife unless you plan on us renewing our commitment."

"Sorry. I didn't mean for that to sound like I was staking my claim." Ares said
to his wife apologetically, then turned to Dark and explained, "Andrea and I
have decided to give things time to settle down before we commit to what 
we're going to do next."

"But isn't it the commitment that gives you a direction to move in?" Dark 
asked before he could think better of it.

Andrea smiled at his question, then said, "You might be right about that. 
But I'd still like to take some time to get my bearings before I start making 
plans."

"I think that would be the smart thing to do even if you didn't have the 
curse to contend with." Ares added.

"What about the curse?" Dark asked cautiously.

"It's not our curse. Ima and her sisters came up with a different curse to 
override ours and allow Andrea to stay here. The problem is that we can't 
be sure what side effects there might be." Ares explained.

After a moment to consider, Dark cautiously admitted, "I don't understand 
how that works."

"Neither do we. That's why we're waiting for things to settle down." Andrea 
said warmly.



"Dad! Are Tan and Jim going to be here soon?" Deimos asked as he raced 
into the living room.

"They'll probably be here in about half an hour." Ares said simply.

"Okay!" Deimos said as he dashed away.

"Where are your manners?! We have company!" Ares called after him.

"Hi Uncle Dark!" Deimos called from the next room.

Andrea, Ares and Dark shared an amused smile at the boy's antics.

* * * * *

Dark started drinking his ale as Ares and Andrea returned to the kitchen to 
check on the meal that they were preparing.

Nothing that had happened or had been said served to put Dark at ease, 
although he couldn't pinpoint just what was bothering him.

"Mom! I found it!" Cain bellowed as he ran into the living room.

"She's in the kitchen with your dad."

"I knew I had this, I just couldn't remember where I put it." Cain said as he 
held out a fine silver chain.

"What's that for?"

"Do you remember those charms that Jim made for us?"

"Yes. He did some very nice work. I thought about asking him if he'd like to 
display some of his work in my mask shop."

"Well, when he gave me mine, I thought that I'd wear it on a necklace, but 
then I decided to carry it in my pocket, like everyone else does."

"So what are you doing with the necklace?"

"Dad was asking me if I still had it because he wanted it for Mom." Cain said
frankly.



Before Dark could think of anything to say, Cain was off like a shot, into the
kitchen.

After a long silent moment, Dark felt his spirits sink as he finally realized 
the thing that had been eluding him. Regardless of what Ares and Andrea 
said or how they felt about each other, one thing could not be denied. They
were a family.

Even though he had been invited, he still felt like an intruder. He was 
there, sharing in their love and happiness, as though he were somehow 
entitled to it.

If it weren't for the fact that Ares would be offended, Dark might have left 
while no one was around.

"I think everything is set for a while." Ares said as he walked into the living 
room and took a seat.

"Will Andrea be joining us?" Dark asked casually.

"Probably... eventually. Cain gave her a necklace and now she has to... I 
don't know, change her hairstyle or clothes or something to match it."

Dark laughed despite himself.

"Andrea's decided to stay at Drake's for a while, until she's had time to 
make some decisions."

"Oh? I guess I just naturally assumed that she'd be staying with you."

"I told her that she could stay with us if she wanted to, but I also made sure
that she knew that she had other options."

"What do you think she's going to decide?"

"There's no way of knowing. But she's not the only one who has a say in 
what's going to happen next."

"Do you know what you're going to do?"

"I'll do what I can to watch out for the best interests of the boys and once 
I'm sure that they're going to be alright, I'll take a look at the rest."



"That's probably best."

"Here in a couple months we're going to be having the Samhain celebration.
I can't even imagine how that's going to work."

"A million different things could happen between now and then. But 
whatever happens, you won't have to face it alone." Dark assured him.

"I know. Thanks."

* * * * *

"How does it look?" Andrea asked as she walked into the living room.

"It looks perfect." Ares answered with a smile.

Dark looked at the pendant on her necklace and immediately recognized it.
"Jim made that, didn't he?"

"Yes. From what he told me, this was originally his." Andrea quietly 
answered.

"Dad said that Ima and her sisters cursed the talisman. It's good that you're 
going to wear it. It could be dangerous if anyone else were to take 
possession of it."

"Did anyone tell you what the pendant is supposed to be?" Dark asked 
cautiously.

"Jim said that it was meant to symbolize my boys, but I have to admit that I
can't see the connection to them."

"It's supposed to be their animal forms... You know what I mean by that, 
don't you?" Dark thought to ask.

"She can change into a swan." Ares said simply.

"Oh, well then, why don't you get the boys to show you their 
transformations? I know they'll be excited to show you. And then you'll 
understand the significance of the pendant." Dark suggested with a smile.

"Actually, why don't we wait until after dinner for that?" Ares interjected.



"That's probably best." Andrea agreed with a smile.

"Drake and his kids should be here just about when dinner's ready. I'll go 
wake up my dad so he'll have some time to come fully awake before it's 
time to eat."

"Uncle Dark! We're gonna show Mom our rooms. Do you wanna come?" Cain 
asked breathlessly as he ran to his mother's side.

"I helped you build those rooms."

"Yeah. So? You wanna come with us or not?"

"Sure. I'd be happy to."

* * * * *

Even though Dark had seen the boys' room several times before and even 
had helped to build them, taking the tour with Andrea was like seeing them
for the first time.

It also turned out that all the stories that the boys excitedly told their 
mother, chronicled events in their lives that he had been a part of.

Yes, Andrea was their mother, nothing would ever change that. But 
listening to their stories confirmed that Dark, too, was a significant person 
in their lives.

"When we change halfway we have to wear the loincloths that Grandpa 
Lowell made for us so our junk don't hang out." Deimos stated seriously.

"I suppose that's very important." Andrea said as she tried to restrain a 
chuckle.

"You're going to love Uncle Dark's change. His is the coolest!" Cain declared.

"Let it be a surprise." Dark said quietly.

"Okay." Cain said reluctantly, then quickly added, "But it explains why Uncle
Dark gives such great hugs."



Dark couldn't resist the urge to pull the young teenager into a hug to 
demonstrate.

"Did you hear that?" Deimos asked suddenly.

"I didn't hear anything." Andrea said honestly.

"I think Tan and Jim are here!" Deimos said before dashing out of the room.

Dark released Cain from the hug, then watched as the boy raced away.

"Of all the things I imagined could have happened, I never thought that the 
boys would be so happy, living such a different life." Andrea said 
conversationally as she started slowly walking toward the door.

"I thought that they were happy before, but now that you're here, it's like a
light has been switched on behind their eyes. Please don't doubt for a 
minute that you're a major part of the joy that they're feeling." Dark 
assured her as he followed.

"Thank you, Dark." Andrea said quietly, then glanced at him before 
continuing, "Even though I just met you, I feel like I've known you for 
years."

"Maybe that's because Ares and I have been best friends since we were four 
or five years old. I'm sure that we must have picked up a few mannerisms 
or personality traits from each other over the years."

"That must be it." Andrea said warmly as they walked into the living room.

* * * * *

"How are you doing, Andrea?" Drake asked with a smile.

"Honestly, I keep thinking that all of this has to be a dream." Andrea said 
frankly.

"Not a nightmare, I hope." Drake said cautiously.

"No. Getting lost in the woods yesterday was the nightmare. Today is just a 
dream." Andrea assured him.



"How have you been, Dark? Is business going well?" Drake asked casually.

"It's the wrong time of year for masks, so I haven't done much business 
there. But my other things have been selling well enough. From what 
Mason's been saying, there's been a lot of demand. He seems sure that he'll 
be able to sell as much as I can produce." Dark said honestly.

"What do you make?" Andrea asked curiously.

"A variety of things. I do some paintings and wall hangings, as well as some 
decorative sculpture." Dark said simply.

"That's one of yours, isn't it?" Drake asked as he pointed to a nondescript 
wood and metal piece on the side table.

Dark smiled, then said, "Yes and no. Ares and I made that one before he 
left. I was just getting started then."

Andrea looked at the odd sculpture for a moment, trying to evaluate how 
she felt about it. The thing was certainly crude in its design, but it also had
a certain charm. For some reason, she could almost see a young Dark and 
Ares collaborating to make it.

"What about that one over the fireplace? That looks like some of your more 
recent work." Drake asked curiously.

"Yes. I gave that to Ares and the boys as a housewarming gift." Dark said 
with a smile.

Andrea looked at the large rectangular frame over the fireplace which 
housed an odd variety of different geometric shapes as well as some more 
fluid looking metallic components. The metal pieces were made to look 
vaguely like vines and leaves. The overall effect was of a scene from the 
forest that surrounded them, but she could see the artistry in his work. The
three dimensional aspect gave it a more tangible quality than a flat 
painting, and the natural woodgrains and patina of the different materials 
used brought a sense of 'reality' to the overall work.

"I thought the kids would be in here." Ares said as he walked into the living 
room.



"They went outside as soon as we got here. It's best to let them work off a 
little of their energy before they have to sit down to dinner with us." Drake
said with a grin.

"You're probably right about that." Ares chuckled, then thought to ask, "Can 
I get anyone something to drink? We've got about fifteen minutes or so 
before dinner will be ready."

"Anything will be fine for me." Drake said simply.

"Me too." Andrea quickly chirped.

"They're an easy bunch to please." Ares said with a grin at Dark, then 
added, "I put your ale back in the coldbox, or I can get you something else?"

Before Dark could respond, Lowell walked into the living room and said, "I 
don't know why I don't take naps more often. That was incredibly 
refreshing."

"I'm getting drinks for everyone. Would you like some sassafras tea?" Ares 
asked his grandfather warmly.

"Yes. I think I'd like that. With just a drip of honey, if you've got some." 
Lowell said as he walked to his favorite chair and settled in.

"Why don't you all get comfortable, I'll be right back." Ares said as he 
turned to leave.

"I'll help you." Dark immediately volunteered.

Ares gave him a quick smile, then led the way out of the room.

* * * * *

"Ares, I need to tell you something." Dark said as soon as they were alone in
the kitchen.

"You can tell me anything." Ares said as he went about the process of 
making drinks for everyone.

"Not this. We haven't talked about... this, since you've been back." Dark 
said reluctantly.



"You'll have to give me another hint, because I have no idea what you're 
talking about." Ares said honestly.

"You know the things that we used to do... you know, back when we were 
kids?" Dark cautiously asked.

"We did a lot of things." Ares said as he stopped all his activity and devoted 
his full attention to his life-long best friend.

"Sex, Ares. I'm talking about us having sex." Dark finally admitted.

Ares seemed to be shocked into silence for a moment, but eventually said, 
"Yeah. I remember."

"I know you've got a lot of decisions to make, what with your wife and kids 
being here. And I really don't expect you to..." Dark trailed off with 
frustration, not being able to find the words to express what he wanted to 
say.

"Are you telling me that you're having feelings for me?" Ares asked in an 
obvious guess.

"Yeah. That's what I'm saying." Dark said quietly.

"Why are you just mentioning it now? Is it because of Andrea?" Ares asked 
curiously.

"No. I mean, yes... In a way." Dark stammered.

Ares rolled his eyes and waited for Dark to explain.

"I've been feeling this for a while, but I was okay with seeing how things 
worked out. But when Andrea showed up and you started talking about the 
decisions that you're facing... I just thought that I'd let you know so that 
you could... at least consider it." Dark said with difficulty.

"Do you remember back when your dad talked to us about sex? He told us 
that with the way things are here in Brynnhollow, that sometimes the guys 
took care of each other, because there wasn't really any other choice." Ares
asked distantly.



"Yeah. I remember." Dark quietly admitted.

"Even though I never said it at the time, it was always more than that for 
me. It wasn't just getting off together for a lack of better options." Ares 
said as he looked into Dark's eyes.

"So, you're interested?" Dark asked cautiously.

"I haven't given it serious consideration since I've been back, just because I 
didn't know that you had those kinds of feelings toward me. I still have to 
consider what's best for Andrea and the boys, so things might not end up 
working out the way we would want them to. But I promise that when I'm 
making my decisions, I'll take both our feelings into account." Ares said 
sincerely.

"Thank you, Ares. And if things don't turn out with us being... together, I'll 
still be here. You're my best friend before anything else."

"I never had any doubt of that."

* * * * *

After serving the drinks, Ares and Dark took seats and joined into the light 
conversation which focused mostly on Andrea.

When she mentioned speaking to the waitress at the Waxell Diner, Ares told
the others about the 'warm' reception that he and the boys had received 
when they had stopped there.

"Are we waiting on something before having dinner?" Lowell asked 
curiously.

"I'm just waiting for the timer to go off." Ares said simply. Then, in an effort
to keep the conversation going, Ares turned to Andrea and asked her, "By 
the way, how is your mother doing?"

"Fine, as far as I know. I received a Christmas card from her last year." 
Andrea answered simply.

"Really? I thought with me out of the picture that she might make an effort 
to reconnect with you." Ares said honestly.



"She's not like that. Once she's written someone off, she doesn't ever take 
them back."

"Well, she sent you a Christmas card. At least that's something."

"That was just her way of saying that she was aware of where I was and 
how I was doing and that she was choosing not to help me. She signed it 
'Mom'. She didn't write anything else in the card."

"I'm glad that we chose to never tell the boys about her. It would have hurt 
them to know that they have a grandmother who doesn't want anything to 
do with them."

"I wish that I didn't know about her. It would hurt less."

"You know that the boys and I love you, right?"

"Yes. I do know that." Andrea was saying when they heard a noise on the 
front porch.

"Dad! Is it time to eat yet?" Cain asked as he leaned in through the front 
door.

"I'll have it on the table by the time you're washed up for dinner." Ares 
replied as he pushed himself up out of his comfortable chair.

Cain ducked out the door without further comment.

As Ares walked toward the kitchen, he turned to his grandfather and said 
with a grin, "That was the timer I was waiting on."

* * * * *

The design of the kitchen and dining room was such that they could add 
extra tables and chairs to accommodate a larger number of people. 
Although a gathering of so many hadn't been anticipated, in Brynnhollow it 
was customary in both furniture and house design to be prepared for such 
an eventuality.



As Dark looked around the large table, which was actually several tables 
butted end to end, he noticed the very clear evidence of the relationships 
in play.

Cain and Tannis were almost sitting in each others' laps. Although they were
quiet, relative to the rest of the guests, they might as well have been at 
their own private table together. It was much the same with Jim and 
Deimos. Although they were a bit more restrained in front of everyone, it 
was obvious that their attention was mostly on each other.

Drake's younger kids, Viv and Ollie, were on one side of their father, and 
seemed to have ended up together, somewhat by default, due to their 
younger ages.

The thing that surprised Dark was that Andrea was sitting on Drake's other 
side and seemed to be in much the same state as her sons. When she wasn't
engaged in general conversation, she seemed to have most of her attention
focused on Drake.

"Don't you like the schnitzel? I thought it was one of your favorites." Ares 
asked quietly from Dark's side.

"It's great. I was just thinking."

Ares stared at him for a moment, then broke into a slight smile before 
saying, "I bet I can guess about what."

Dark ducked his head and thought that he could feel a slight blush rising up
his cheeks.

"I'm going to do my best to see that, when it's all said and done, no one 
gets hurt. That includes you."

"But you have to take care of your wife and kids first."

"I don't have a priority list with you at the bottom. If there's any way I can 
do it, I'm going to try to engineer things to work out so that everyone's 
happy."

Dark nodded that he had heard.



"Ares." Andrea said, gaining his attention from across the table, "If you 
could cook like this all along, why didn't you cook at home? This is 
wonderful."

"I don't know. Laziness, I guess. You always seemed to enjoy taking care of 
the family and I was just as happy to sit and relax for a while when I got 
home from work."

"The same thing would happen at our house if I didn't encourage the boys 
to contribute. People tend to do as little as possible unless they're given a 
reason to do more." Drake said reasonably.

"After working and slaving at my job all day, I would go home and cook 
dinner for Ares and the boys. Are you saying that all I would have had to 
have done was ask them to help?" Andrea asked him cautiously.

"Probably, yes. I imagine that none of them would want to tread on 'your 
domain' if they thought that you enjoyed taking care of the house and the 
cooking. Although I don't know Ares that well, from all that I've seen, I'm 
sure that it wouldn't have taken much more than a simple request to have 
both him and the boys taking on some of the workload."

"I guess from the way that I was raised, it never occurred to me to ask 
them."

"There's something that I've learned..." Ares said, drawing her attention, 
"...the answers that are right for one person aren't necessarily right for 
another. We're all making it up as we go along and hoping for the best 
outcome that we can get."

Drake nodded, then added, "I'm doing my best to provide my kids the skills 
they'll most likely need when they're out on their own. But what they end 
up doing with those skills in their day-to-day lives is going to be entirely up 
to them."

"Maybe not entirely." Andrea countered, then explained, "You're their 
example. Even if you don't explain the choices you make, I think that they'll
see what you did and want to emulate those actions because they were 
there to see the results for themselves."



"Or avoid them, if they didn't like the results." Ares helpfully added.

"Can I have some more carrots?" Ollie asked suddenly, obviously oblivious to
the conversation.

"May I have some more carrots." Drake gently corrected.

"Yeah. You can if I can." Ollie said happily.

"Let me get that for you." Ares chuckled as he stood and placed a portion of
glazed carrots on Ollie's plate. When he was finished, he turned to Drake 
and asked, "Would you like some more?"

Drake glanced lovingly at his youngest son before saying, "Well, I guess 
since I've been given permission, I might as well."

* * * * *

When the meal was drawing to an end, Ares announced, "We'll have dessert
later, after dinner has had a chance to settle. Why don't you move into the 
living room and I'll join you in a moment?"

"No, Dad. You cooked. We'll clean up." Deimos said firmly.

"Yeah, and with all of us, it'll only take a few minutes." Cain added.

"Thank you, boys. When you're done with that, come to the living room. 
We've got something planned." Ares said quickly, before all the children 
could dash away.

The twins looked at each other, then Deimos quietly asked, "What are we 
going to do?"

"You'll find out once the dishes are done." Ares said with a grin.

Dark noticed the intensity of the twin glares focused on Ares and was sure 
that he was very near to giving in. Knowing Ares as he did, he concluded 
that it was only the presence of the other adults in the room that kept Ares
firm in his resolve.

"Come on." Jim finally said, breaking Cain and Deimos out of their battle of 
wills with their father.



The adults watched as all of the children, even Ollie and Viv, did their part 
to clear the table.

After the last of the children had gone into the kitchen, there was a long 
moment of silence before Andrea quietly said, "I think that being here is 
the best thing that could have happened to the boys."

"I grew up here, so I thought my point of view might be a little biased, but I
came to the same conclusion." Ares said frankly.

"If it weren't for the curse, I don't think that I'd have any regrets about 
raising my children here, like this." Drake said honestly.

"From what I've seen so far, being cursed isn't so bad. I mean, I always feel 
like I'm one step away from turning back into a swan, but after what I've 
been through in the past year, that isn't so bad." Andrea said seriously.

"Your curse isn't like ours." Lowell said quietly, then explained, "Most of 
what you've seen so far is what it's commonly like for the men. For the 
women, there is an obsessive need to procreate, followed by a homicidal 
rage after the child or children are born."

"When I told you that my children's mother was no longer with us, I didn't 
mean that their mother was dead. Well, to be honest, Jimson's mother, 
Tinya, died in childbirth. But Tannis' mother and Ollie and Viv's mother are 
both still alive... as far as I know. Once they had given birth, the second 
phase of their curse manifested and they were exiled to live amongst the 
lunatic crones in the coven."

"I don't understand." Andrea said cautiously.

"For cursed women, there is a level of obsession connected with the 
concept of becoming pregnant and giving birth. It causes the girls and 
women afflicted by it to concoct any manner of ways to seduce or trap men
for that sole purpose. From there, the afflicted spiral into insanity. We do 
the best we can for them, but there is actually very little help that we can 
give them. Any direct contact we have with them invariably results in 
someone being killed." Lowell explained.



"We try to anticipate their needs and provide food and supplies for them, 
but since we don't have direct contact with them... we just don't know if 
what we're doing is really helping them at all." Drake quietly added.

"Couldn't you give them a radio or even just a notebook so that they can 
give you a list of supplies that they might need?" Andrea asked thoughtfully.

"The curse prevents them from behaving rationally, at least in relation to 
us. Maybe when there are no men or male influences around, they might 
fall back into something resembling sanity. But from everything that I've 
witnessed in over a century of observation, I feel safe in saying that 
anything more that we might try to do is likely to cause more harm than 
good." Lowell said tiredly.

"We're done! Can you tell us now?" Cain asked hopefully as he led the pack 
of children and young teens into the living room.

"No." Ares said simply, mostly just to mess with him.

Before Cain could mention how 'unfair' that was or say that 'you promised', 
Ares quickly added, "But if you're not wearing your loincloth, you might 
think about putting it on before we go outside."

Cain blinked once, then broke into a smile before dashing away, toward his 
bedroom. As expected, all the children and young teens in his entourage 
immediately followed.

"Andrea, I didn't think to ask, but would you like a robe or anything to 
cover yourself when you transform?" Ares asked cautiously.

"Oh. I hadn't thought about that. Yes. That might be best." Andrea said 
quietly.

"Anyone else?" Ares asked as he looked around.

"Is there any reason that I should have to fully transform?" Drake asked 
curiously.



"No. You can change as much or as little as you want. This is just to show 
Andrea what's normal for us and at the same time give the kids a chance to 
let loose and show off for each other." Ares said with a smile.

"When I half-transform, I can still wear my pants, so I think I'll just do 
that." Drake said decisively.

"What about you, Dark?" Ares asked curiously.

"No, thanks." Dark answered easily.

Ares nodded, then motioned for Andrea to walk with him back toward the 
bedrooms.

* * * * *

"Jim? That's an interesting outfit that you're wearing." Dark said when he 
saw the boys enter the open area beside the house.

"Deimos said that as long as he has his loincloth that he can change in front
of everyone, so he let me use this." Jim said shyly as he kept his naked 
body concealed beneath the dragon cloak which barely reached his knees.

Dark noticed that Tannis had borrowed Cain's tiger cloak and was wearing it
much the same way.

"Aren't you guys cold?" Dark asked Cain and Deimos as they approached, 
both only wearing their loincloths.

"I'm going to have fur in a couple minutes, so I'll be okay." Cain assured him.

"Me, too. Except that I'll have scales." Deimos added, continuing his 
brother's thought.

A movement drew Dark's attention and he saw Andrea approaching, 
wrapped in a loose fitting plain gray robe.

"Is that everyone?" Lowell asked from nearby as he looked around.

"That's it. Do you want to start?" Ares asked his grandfather in return.



Lowell turned to face Andrea and quietly said, "Dear lady. I hope you won't 
take offense at my brief nudity, but I'm too old to affect a facade of 
adolescent shyness. If something offends you, please avert your eyes for a 
moment."

"I'll do that." Andrea assured him.

Without further adieu, Lowell began to undress.

The younger members of the family simply appreciated the fact that they 
were being included with the adults. But Ares, Drake and Dark could see 
the subtle shift in Lowell's form as he disrobed. He was shifting ever so 
slightly as soon as his restrictive clothing was removed. All three men stood
in awe of Lowell's precise control.

Andrea had only seen the slightest hint of Lowell's transformation earlier 
and was unprepared as his body reformed into something not quite human 
or animal. While part of her intellectually knew what was happening in 
front of her, another more primal part was excited and terrified by what 
she was seeing.

When Lowell's transformation was complete, he appeared to be nothing 
less than a fully fledged werewolf.

"Andrea, why don't we change together? That way I can help you if you lose 
concentration." Ares asked encouragingly.

"I don't know what to do." Andrea timidly admitted.

"Just remember what it felt like to change before and let it happen again. 
If you're anything like the rest of us, you're probably going half crazy 
resisting the urge to transform."

"Is that what I've been feeling? I knew that I felt like I might slip and lose 
control at some point, but it didn't register that the need that I was feeling
was to change."

"Just let go and let it happen. Until you learn better control, it's going to 
be easiest for you to make the complete transformation first. Once you've 



done that, start the change back and stop when you're about half-way, just 
like you did before. I'll be right here with you if you have any trouble."

Andrea took a deep breath to brace herself, then suddenly started to 
shrink.

"That's it. You're doing just fine. I'm going to go ahead and change now." 
Ares said before seeming to disappear into his clothes.

As everyone watched, a swan and a raven worked their way out of the 
clothing pooled on the grass.

The raven began to change first, but the swan was only a moment behind 
him. Ares grew in height, taking on a mostly human form, but he had claws 
for feet and was covered with black feathers. Although his head was that of
a raven, in concert with his humanoid shape, it looked more like a mask or 
cowl.

Andrea, on the other hand, was covered with white feathers and had a 
decidedly feminine form.

The soft, downy feathers covered her like a close fitting bodysuit, yet were
enough to accommodate her modesty. Like Ares, her facial features were 
more avian than human, however where his appearance was somewhat 
frightening, hers was soft and gentle.

"Mom!, you look great!" Cain exploded with delight.

"So what are you? A were-swan?" Deimos asked hesitantly.

"I don't know. Maybe. I have no idea what you call something like what I've 
become." Andrea answered honestly.

"While it would be easy to call any of us 'were' creatures in our half 
transformed states, the actual term for your mother would be an 'Oskmey' 
or 'Swan Maiden'." Dark told Deimos informatively.

"Then what's Dad?" Deimos asked curiously.

"A 'Tengu'." Dark answered simply.



"What's mine?!" Cain asked quickly.

"Why don't you transform for me and I'll have a look?" Dark asked with an 
indulgent smile.

"He's a 'Mog' half man half dog. When he changes, we can call him Barf!" 
Deimos said with delight before breaking down into giggles.

The blank stares from everyone around Deimos reminded him that most in 
attendance weren't familiar with cultural references from the outside 
world.

Dark pulled his attention away from Deimos and realized that Cain had 
completed his transformation.

"I should start by telling you that while these terms are generally correct, 
most of them are derived from mythology, so they're not always going to be
entirely accurate." Dark warned them.

"So, what am I?" Cain asked cautiously.

"An 'Agdlak'." Dark answered simply.

There was a long moment of silence before Deimos quietly said, "Mog's 
easier to remember."

"Okay, then what's Deimos?" Cain asked Dark hopefully.

"If he'll change into his half-transformed state for me, I'll see if I can 
identify it."

In less time than it took for Dark to say the words, Deimos morphed into his
half-wyvern state.

"The most specific term that I can come up with for you, Deimos, is 
something that applies to all half-dragons. In my opinion, you would best 
be referred to as a 'Saurial'." Dark said carefully.

"'Lizard Face' is easier to remember." Cain said playfully.

"What about you, Uncle Dark? What's your half-form called?" Deimos asked 
curiously.



In an instant, Dark seemed to vanish, dropping into a pile of mostly empty 
clothes. The sight of the enormous pale snake that emerged from the 
clothing was a shock to all those who hadn't seen it before.

Once the snake was completely clear of the clothing, it began to grow and 
reform itself into a vaguely humanoid shape... or, at least the top half was 
humanoid.

When Dark finally stabilized in his half-form, he calmly said, "Although I'm 
sometimes called a 'snake-man' what I am is a 'Nāga'."

Andrea stared at Dark in wonder. The lower half of his body was that of a 
snake, the upper half appeared to be human, but not entirely.

She noticed that his fingers seemed to be slightly elongated, terminating in
dangerous looking claws. He also seemed to now have pointed ears, like 
one would think of being on an elf. But perhaps the most striking 
difference was that his formerly brown hair was now wispy silver-white and
that his eyes were almost ruby red. They were enthralling.

"I don't know why you don't change all the time. Your half-form is great!" 
Cain said in appreciation.

"Thanks, Cain. All I can say is that I'm a little shy about it. I don't have any 
logical reason why." Dark quietly admitted.

It was only then that Andrea noticed that Dark's overall coloring had 
changed ever so slightly. His skin was more ashen and gray than that of a 
typical human. Combined with the wispy silver hair and the red eyes, it 
made Dark seem to be almost otherworldly.

"Jim! Do you want to be next?" Deimos asked hopefully.

"No. My dad should go first." Jim said simply.

"Yeah. He almost never changes in front of us and his is really great!" Tannis
said enthusiastically.

"Yeah! Come on, Daddy! I wanna see!" Viv said from beside her brothers.



Andrea could tell that Drake warmed to the praises and enthusiasm of his 
children. When she glanced at Dark, she noticed an expression of relief, 
having the focus of everyone's attention being directed elsewhere.

Drake looked to each of his children to be sure that they were paying 
attention, then he opened his shirt and took it off. Drake's chest and 
abdomen were reasonably toned. Andrea had to admit, if only to herself, 
that Drake was quite attractive.

Andrea was jarred out of her thoughts when she noticed Drake's skin 
darkening. it took her a moment to realize that what she was actually 
seeing was a thin layer of hair growing out, covering nearly all his exposed 
skin. At the same time, his chest seemed to be filling out, becoming nearly 
half-again as big as when he had started.

By the time it was done, Drake had the kind of sculpted and chiseled 
physique that just about any bodybuilder would kill for.

When Andrea was finally able to look at Drake's face, she was surprised to 
see that it didn't look human at all. Admittedly, the tuft of hair that fell 
from between his enormous spiral horns seemed to be his regular 'human' 
brown hair, but besides that, his head seemed to be like something 
between a goat and a horse.

"What do you call that, Uncle Dark?" Ollie asked quietly.

Dark was surprised by the question, mostly because he hadn't ever really 
been around the child before. He supposed that because Jim and Tannis 
had taken to calling him 'uncle' it was only natural that their younger 
brother would also do so.

"The only way I can think of to describe your father is as a 'Baphomet'." 
Dark responded gently. He had to fight the urge to explain that a baphomet
was usually depicted with the head of a goat, so the classification wasn't 
exactly right. But Ollie was too young to understand such a thing anyway.

"A bath mat?" Ollie asked cautiously.

"Baff-o-met." Dark carefully pronounced.



"What does that mean?" Ollie asked curiously.

"It's just a name, as far as I know. There's a mythical beast called a 
baphomet and he looks something like your father." Dark explained.

"I hope I can look like that when I grow up." Ollie said as he turned to look 
at his father again.

"I'm gonna look like Daddy!" Viv interrupted.

Dark didn't comment and fought down the despair that he felt, knowing 
that the young girl's dream could never be realized.

"I'm next." Jim said, and before anyone could say otherwise, he suddenly 
began to grow taller.

His feet had transformed into hooves, and once he had reached a certain 
height, a second set of hooves descended from beneath the robe he was 
wearing and touched the ground.

Within half a minute the transformation was complete and Jim took off the
dragon scaled robe that he had borrowed from Deimos and let it drop to 
the ground beside him.

"Um, Jim..." Deimos trailed off timidly.

Jim looked at Deimos, then followed his gaze down and beneath him.

An immediate scarlet blush rose up Jim's face as he quickly muttered, 
"Excuse me." Before dashing away as quickly as he could with his horse-
sized erection bobbing beneath him.

"Should I go after him?" Deimos asked uncertainly.

"Yes. Tell him that much the same could happen to any of us. When we're 
not in our human forms, things like that sometimes happen." Lowell said 
decisively.

"Okay." Deimos said then took a few running steps and transformed 
completely into his Wyvern form before launching himself into the air.

"Do you want to go ahead and change, Tannis?" Drake asked his son quietly.



"What if that happens to me, too?" Tannis asked anxiously.

"You're wearing a robe. If the same thing happens to you, just keep the 
robe on until it goes down." Drake told his son reasonably.

"Okay." Tannis said shyly, then seemed to change ever so slightly.

His face became longer and buds of horns protruded on his forehead. 
Andrea looked down and saw that his feet had transformed into cloven 
hooves.

After a moment to peek inside the tiger striped robe that he had borrowed 
from Cain, a smile of relief crossed his face.

"Everything alright?" Drake asked to confirm.

"Yeah." Tannis said as he took off the robe and placed it on the grass beside
the one Jim had worn.

Andrea couldn't help but smile at the young faun.

"Do you want to go and see if we can find Jim and Deimos?" Cain asked 
quickly.

"Yeah!" Tannis immediately agreed.

"I wanna go, too." Viv announced to her brother.

"Me, too." Ollie agreed.

Tannis looked to his father with a classic 'do I have to?' look, and received a
nod in response.

"Come on!" Tannis said in a slightly begrudging tone, then led the way with 
Cain, Ollie and Viv following closely behind.

* * * * *

"So, Andrea, is all of this too much for you yet?" Ares asked gently.

Her eyes unwillingly tracked to Drake's body, looking big, buff and 
beautiful, before she answered, "There's no doubt that I'm a little 



overwhelmed. But I think it would be different if I were just seeing it 
happen. Since I can change too, I think that I'll eventually be able to come 
to terms with it."

"That's good, because there are a few more things that we haven't told 
you." Lowell said frankly.

"There's more?" Andrea whimpered.

"Nothing quite so dramatic as the animal transformations, I assure you. But 
the curse upon us has some other conditions that you should be aware of 
before you inadvertently trigger something because we neglected to warn 
you about it." Lowell said carefully.

"What are you talking about?" Ares asked curiously.

"You were raised here, Ares. You were never taught any of the religious 
invocations or practices of the outside world, so this wouldn't apply as 
much to you." Lowell said simply.

"True. But those things were all around me while I was living away from 
here." Ares said honestly.

"To put it simply, a child must be indoctrinated at an early age to honestly 
'believe' in the mystical. Most of those who come to their understanding 
later in life, do so for self-serving reasons which are blatantly dishonest. 
They are deceiving the people around them, with whom they wish to curry 
favor, or they are deceiving themselves, wanting to believe in something 
fantastical to allow them to avoid reality or abdicate responsibility for 
their own horrid behavior. Those with 'true belief' have access to mystical 
powers that they themselves may not be aware of." Lowell said seriously.

"What does any of this have to do with Andrea?"

"I can't say that it does. But there are some very common things that 
people do in everyday life which are actually low level spells and 
invocations. If someone were to sneeze and Andrea were to bestow a 
blessing from a deity upon them, there might be consequences for her 
because of it."



"What kind of consequences?" Andrea slowly asked.

"What one might describe as a flurry of bad luck. Milk will sour. Eggs will 
rot inside the shells. Breads won't rise. Fires won't light or stay lit... Things 
along those lines. Due to the curse, we're forbidden access to the religions 
of other cultures. Their gods won't hear our prayers or offer us their 
salvation." Lowell finished quietly.

"Does that mean that there's another god that you do pray to?" Andrea 
asked cautiously.

"Dozens." Drake said, at the same time Lowell responded, "Hundreds."

"What?" Andrea asked in confusion.

"There's a whole pantheon of greater and lesser gods from the ancient 
times. There's plenty of time for you to learn as much as you want to know 
about all the various gods. I can't speak for others, but the one to whom I 
give most reverence is Cernunnos, the horned god of animals." Lowell said 
seriously.

"So do you pray or give sacrifices to him or something like that?" Andrea 
asked carefully.

"We show our reverence by treating this forest and the creatures who live 
in it with respect. Occasionally, we might thank him for some great bounty 
and we honor him with celebrations on holy days, like the equinox and the 
solstice." Lowell said calmly.

"I've never been religious, so it shouldn't be any problem." Andrea assured 
him.

"You wouldn't think so, but you might be surprised by which everyday 
courtesies and traditions are actually mystical invocations." Lowell said 
frankly.

"Since the children have run off, why don't we change and go inside where 
it's warmer?" Drake suggested as he picked up the robe that Andrea had 
been wearing and held it open for her.



"Yes. That sounds like a very sensible idea." Lowell said as he gathered his 
clothing.

"Thank you." Andrea said timidly as she turned and allowed Drake to drape 
the robe around her shoulders.

Ares smiled tenderly at the action, then glanced at Dark.

That action, more than any words, told Dark that Ares held no jealousy 
toward any relationship that Drake and Andrea might be developing.

Once she was covered, Andrea easily made the transition back into her 
fully human form.

"Don't forget your necklace." Ares said as he motioned to the silver jewelry 
on the ground.

As Drake reached down to pick it up for her, Lowell quickly said, "Don't 
touch it! Andrea is the only one who should handle that."

"Of course." Drake said as he withdrew his hand.

"What would happen if he touched it?" Andrea asked curiously as she 
retrieved her necklace.

"There's no way to know for certain. But since it is a cursed item, it's best 
to handle it with the utmost care." Lowell said as he slowly dressed 
himself.

"Just a few days ago I would have told you that I didn't believe in things 
such as curses. Now I'm living under one." Andrea chuckled.

"It may take some adjustment, but at least here you can manage it. 
Everyone understands." Ares assured her.

"Yes. The thing that may be more difficult to deal with is being the only 
female in the community. It's impossible to predict what might happen 
because of that." Lowell said gravely.



Dark looked around and realized that everyone else had changed back to 
their human forms and were more or less dressed. He was the only one who
was still half-transformed.

"Is anyone ready for dessert?" Ares asked casually.

"Should we go after the kids?" Andrea asked as she looked in the direction 
where they had gone.

"They'll be fine." Ares assured her, then turned toward Dark and asked, 
"Would you care to help me get the desserts ready?"

"I need to change." Dark said as he began to gather his clothes.

"I know." Ares said simply, then leaned in and quietly added, "Slither on into
the kitchen and you can change while I'm getting the desserts together."

Dark was surprised to realize that Ares understood his misgivings. Due to 
the way he transformed, there was no practical way he could change back 
to his human form in front of Andrea without exposing himself, but he 
would also be conspicuous if he waited outside until the others had gone 
in.

"Yeah. I'll help." Dark said with a smile at his friend, then started slithering 
toward the house.

"I'll never get used to this." Andrea said absently as she watched him go.

"Eventually, you will." Lowell assured her.

"We'll all help you." Drake added.

* * * * *

"How are you doing?" Ares asked as he busied himself making tea and 
plating desserts.

"Better than I expected to be." Dark answered as he dressed himself.

"Good. I guess that I can understand why you were apprehensive and I'm 
sure that you're not going to be the last. Having a woman living in 
Brynnhollow is bound to cause all sorts of chaos."



"I hadn't thought about that. Do you think it's going to be safe for her here?"

"Here with us? Yes. Here in Brynnhollow? We'll just have to wait and see 
how things go when word gets out." Ares said frankly.

"Maybe your grandfather could talk to the village elders and see if we can 
get their help."

"My grandfather isn't exactly one of their favorite people... neither am I, 
for that matter."

"So what do you think we should do to protect Andrea?"

"I don't see what we can do until we know how people are going to react to 
her being here. I'd like to hope that everyone is going to behave in a 
civilized manner and treat her with respect. But with her being the only 
woman in the village that could possibly enter into a long-term 
relationship... I don't know. People might behave very differently when 
they're presented with an option that was never available to them before."

"I didn't think that I'd be saying this, but I really like your wife." Dark said 
timidly, then continued, "If there's anything you can think of that I can do 
to help, just let me know."

"There is one thing." Ares said as he turned to face Dark fully.

"What's that?" Dark asked cautiously, honestly not having any idea of how he
could be of help at all in their current situation.

"Make something for Andrea." Ares said simply.

"Something? Like what?" Dark asked cautiously.

"I'll leave that up to you. But you know as well as I do that there's 
something a little bit mystical about your artwork. Even though it may not 
seem like it at the time that you make it, looking back we can usually see 
that your artwork is prophetic." Ares said seriously.

"That again..." Dark sighed, then explained, "Looking back, you see what 
you want to see. You take all the little random bits and assign meanings to 
them that were never there."



"The biggest critic of your work in all of Brynnhollow is you. I mean, you 
had thylacine and wyvern masks waiting for my sons to need them. People 
all over Brynnhollow come to you for the most random and obscure animal 
masks and you always have them ready and waiting."

"Can you just drop it? I don't have any psychic abilities. I just have eclectic 
tastes in masks."

"If it helps you to believe that, I'll go along with it. But will you please 
make something for Andrea? We're facing a lot of unknowns and if there's 
even a chance that we can get a little hint about what's to come, I'd like to
have it." Ares asked hopefully.

"Well, I guess since you asked me so nicely and said 'please' and everything,
that I could go ahead and come up with something." Dark quietly agreed.

"Thank you, Dark. Even if you're right and you don't have any psychic 
ability, it'll still make me feel better to know that I've done everything 
possible to make things work out." Ares said honestly.

"You always were weird." Dark said fondly.

"So you've said." Ares chuckled, then asked, "Will you take the tea service 
out? I'll follow behind with the desserts."

"Yeah."

* * * * *

"I was beginning to think that I'd need another dinner before I'd get 
dessert." Lowell sniped as Ares and Dark walked into the living room.

"Oh? Are you getting too old to walk into the kitchen and get it yourself 
when you need something?" Ares asked with mock concern for his 
grandfather.

"When I was your age, we knew how to show respect to our elders and 
betters." Lowell growled.



"Yeah, but when you were my age, the country was still fighting to recover 
from the war, wasn't it? People were recently reminded of how dear their 
loved ones were to them."

"True enough. Those were different times."

"Which war was that?" Andrea reluctantly asked.

"The war to end all wars!" Lowell declared, then added more quietly, "The 
first one."

"Did you fight in the war?" Andrea asked curiously.

"Although I came up with hundreds of reasons why I should go, the stark 
reality of the situation was that the community couldn't afford to take the 
chance of any of our men-folk joining the military and being discovered by 
the outside."

"But how is it possible that you've been able to remain hidden? I mean, not 
just from the selective service and social security. What about satellite 
images and GPS?"

"The elders see to all of that." Lowell said quietly, then paused for a 
moment before continuing, "They don't discuss their defenses with the likes
of me. But the little that I know of it involves magic, money and political 
power, all in large quantities."

"That's right." Dark confirmed, then turned to Andrea and said, "I'd guess 
that because you've already been touched by the curse, that the 
enchantment on the forest must have drawn you in rather than repelling 
you, as would normally happen."

"It did seem like when I turned around to go back to my car, that everything
had changed. Was that magic?" Andrea asked curiously.

"Most likely, yes." Lowell thoughtfully answered. "We protect the forest and
the forest protects us. But the enchantment isn't absolute protection. 
There is a natural ebb and flow to the magic and there are times when 
outsiders can find their way through."



"It's been awhile since that happened. When it does, the few people who 
do find their way to Brynnhollow can't ever leave." Drake said quietly.

"Except for that one guy!" Dark quickly interjected.

"What 'one guy'?" Ares asked curiously.

"I remember my dad talking about him when I was a kid. There was a guy 
who no one had ever seen before who showed up in town and asked to talk 
to the elders. He was here for a few days, then he left and no one ever saw
him again." Dark said seriously.

"I believe that I know of the incident that you're talking about." Lowell said 
thoughtfully, then quietly continued, "Although we live in a magical place, 
essentially cut off from the outside, we're not the only magical people in 
the world. I believe that the person you described is probably one of those 
on the outside who works to keep our existence concealed."

"It would have been nice if I'd known that there was someone on the 
outside who knew about us. Maybe he could have helped me establish an 
identity or to start my life away from here. For a long time, I was 
completely alone out there." Ares said quietly.

"It's as likely as not that he would have seen to it that you were destroyed, 
to protect the community. As I've said, I have little first-hand knowledge of 
such things, but it seems reasonable to assume that the person or persons 
on the outside who work to protect us probably have to make some very 
difficult decisions on our behalf."

"Yes. I've often wondered how much pain and misery has been caused 
because of us, just to keep our community a secret. I've never been one to 
ascribe to the adage that 'ignorance is bliss'. But in this case, I don't know if
I could have anything resembling a happy life if I knew what steps were 
being taken to keep us protected." Drake said honestly.

"We found him!" Cain said as he led the procession of children in through 
the front door and across the living room.

"I never doubted that you would." Ares said with a grin as he watched all 
the children walk into the hallway that led to the bedrooms.



"It's all for them." Drake said distantly.

"It is." Andrea immediately agreed.

"I just wish..." Drake trailed off, then shook his head, trying to dismiss the 
unpleasant thought.

"Although things here sometimes appear to be unchanging, Andrea's arrival 
might well be the precursor to other things. You would do well not to give 
up hope at this particular point in time." Lowell said carefully.

"What do you mean?" Drake asked curiously.

"As with magic, life also has an ebb and flow. Unless I miss my guess, this 
should be an interesting time to be in Brynnhollow." Lowell finished with a 
smile.

* * * * *

The next day, Dark was lost in thought, reliving the events of the previous 
night.

He remembered that when the children returned to the living room, all of 
them were once again dressed in the clothes that they had arrived in. Jim 
was quieter than was usual for him, but no one mentioned the incident 
earlier and by the end of the evening, he seemed to have mostly forgotten 
about it.

With the children present, the adults kept the conversation on safe topics. 
The majority of the evening was spent with Cain and Deimos telling their 
mother about all of their adventures since they had arrived in Brynnhollow.

Dark's hands were working autonomously as he continued to relive the 
evening in every detail. While the good conversation and good company 
had both been appreciated, it was the feeling of family that he had 
experienced with them that nourished his weary soul.

When he suddenly stopped working, he looked at the sculpture that he had 
been working on to find that it wasn't a sculpture at all. He was surprised 
to find himself holding a wooden doll, or to be more precise, a marionette.



The strings hadn't been attached yet, but the holes were already drilled 
where they would be needed.

The marionette was decidedly male in its shape, but it didn't remind Dark 
of anyone that he knew. It was currently raw wood with a few small metal 
fixtures to serve as joints. More out of instinct than thought, Dark picked 
up his creation and moved to another part of his workshop, where he kept 
the paints.

Without thinking, he automatically picked up the black paint and already 
had the brush loaded before he was aware of what he was doing. He only 
paused for a moment, then began applying the paint, as his hands seemed 
to be determined to do, whether he wanted to or not.

Since he seemed to be compelled to create whatever it would ultimately 
be, he let his mind return to the events of the previous evening as his 
hands expertly applied the paint.

* * * * *

"Dark? What a surprise to see you again so soon! Did you need to see Drake?
I think he said that he was going to be in the valerian patch, just down the 
hill."

"I didn't come here to see Drake. I actually came here to give you a gift to 
welcome you to Brynnhollow."

"A gift?"

"Yes. Maybe you don't do that in the outside world when someone new 
arrives. I really don't know much about their customs."

"No. I mean, maybe some people do. It's not something that I've ever done. 
Does this mean that when people find out that I'm here that they'll all start
bringing me gifts?"

"Maybe a few. It depends on the person and if they feel that they have 
something that might convey the message that you're welcome here."

"Oh. Well, thank you."



"Open it. I'm interested to see what you think of it."

Andrea carefully unwrapped the cloth bundle to reveal the nearly one foot 
tall marionette, complete with multicolored strings attached to a wooden 
control bar.

"It's beautiful! Did you make this?" Andrea asked in awe.

"Yes. I was a little bit worried that it might be disturbing to you. It doesn't 
look like anyone you know, does it?" Dark asked carefully.

"He looks a little bit familiar, but I can't place who he might look like."

"Is it too creepy?"

"No! Not at all. He looks like a very respectable man, dressed in his black 
suit. And even though his expression is kind of serious, I get the feeling that
there's someone worth getting to know underneath."

"Good. I can't always be sure how my work is going to be accepted. I'd feel 
really bad if I brought you something that gave you nightmares."

"I don't think there's any chance of that." Andrea said with a smile, then 
looked him in the eyes as she said, "Thank you, Dark. This is a wonderful 
gift. I really do feel welcome here."

"Then my work here is done. Tell Drake that I said 'Hi' when he comes back 
in."

"Won't you stop in and have some tea? You must be thirsty after your long 
walk."

"No. Thank you. I just came over to deliver this, now I have to get back to 
my workshop. I still have a few other things that I need to work on."

"I understand. Drake says that everyone is stockpiling as much as they can 
so that they'll have what they need to get through the winter."

"Yes. That's a fact of life here."

"Well, thank you again, Dark. I can see why Ares claims you as his best 
friend."



"Goodbye. And welcome to Brynnhollow."

* * * * *

Dark hadn't been exaggerating. He did have other things that he needed to 
work on and Andrea's unexpected project had thrown him behind. Once he 
had caught up, he kept the momentum going and threw himself into his 
work.

It was several days later when a knock on his door jarred Dark out of a 
rather generic painting that he was working on.

As he walked to the door, he almost expected it to be Cain, since he was 
the last person who had visited.

"Ares? What's going on?"

"You know how we were talking the other night about the decisions that I 
was facing?"

"Yes. Does this mean that you've decided?"

"I have, and so has Andrea. We thought that rather than take the chance of 
a miscommunication or a misunderstanding, that we'd get everyone 
together and tell them at once. Do you have time?"

"You mean right now?"

"I'm expecting everyone to arrive just after sunset. Cain and Deimos are 
going to stay over at Drake's tonight so that we'll be able to have our 
discussion undisturbed." Ares said as he turned toward the door and waited 
for Dark to join him.

"Can you tell me what you've decided?" Dark asked as he slipped on his 
jacket.

"I'd rather wait until we're all together. But I thought, if you wouldn't mind, 
maybe we could talk along the way about what you'd like to happen. We've 
never really discussed that." Ares said as they walked out of Dark's house.

"I told you that I was interested in you. Wasn't that enough?"



"That was a big step for you to take, and I really appreciate that you 
trusted me enough to take that risk. But I still don't know how you'd like for
things to end up. Would you like to live with me and the boys? Do you want 
for everyone to know that we're a couple? What about the boys? Do you 
want to be a parent or would you feel more comfortable being their uncle?"

"Do I need to decide this right now?"

"You don't have to decide anything. But if I have some clue about what 
outcome would make you happy, then I'd know how to influence things to 
turn out for the best."

"I love the boys. So however I can be a part of their lives will be enough for
me. As far as the rest... I suppose I'll be happy with however things work 
out, just as long as I know that you're there."

"I'm not asking you what you'll settle for. In a perfect world where you don't
have to worry about what it will do to anyone else, what would make you 
happy?"

"Being with you. I'm happiest when I'm with you. I promise that I'm not 
being stoic and denying myself for the greater good. I just want for you to 
be part of my life in any way that's comfortable for you. If that means that 
I visit with you and the boys on weekends, that'll be enough. If it means 
that I move into your house and become 'the mommy'... well, okay, that 
might not be what I'm dreaming about, but it'd still beat being cut out of 
your lives."

"My kids have a mother and they're past the age where they need a 
'mommy'. You won't have to worry about that."

"I wasn't worried. I wasn't even saying that I wouldn't do it. I was just 
mentioning that it wasn't my something that I was hoping for."

"Don't worry, Dark. I got it."

"So, what are you going to do?"



"I can't really tell you much more until we're all together. Everything's 
interconnected and if one person changes their mind, it may cause the rest
of us to have to adapt."

"One person being Andrea?"

"Not necessarily. If Andrea makes a certain decision that Drake doesn't 
agree with, then many of the other plans will have to be adapted to 
compensate for it."

"Do you think that they're going to get married?"

"It's too early to tell. He's been kind to her and she appreciates it. I'm 
detecting more than a little attraction between them. But they've only 
known each other for a few days."

"I guess you're right. It's just with her staying at his house, it seems like 
things might be going in that direction."

"Regardless of what her logical mind knows, I think that inside she still feels
like I abandoned her. Drake represents safety and security. If there's more 
than that going on, they haven't given any sign of it."

"How would you feel if Andrea divorced you and married Drake? Would you 
be hurt by it?"

"No. I've had months to examine my feelings and come to terms with letting
her go. I want what's best for her. As long as I know that she's going to be 
happy with someone who isn't going to hurt her, I'll be at peace with it."

"So, has she told you her decision yet?"

"We've discussed things, but just like me, she's resisted the urge to commit 
to anything until we're all together."

"Does she know that I'm interested in you? I mean, you know, romantically?"

"Are you?"

"Of course I am! I told you that!"



"What you've told me is that you want to be part of my life in whatever way
it turns out to be possible. I don't recall any mention of romance."

"What do you want? Candies and flowers?"

"No. I just want a clearer idea of where you would like a relationship 
between us to go. But I honestly can't figure out if that means handjobs out
behind your shop when everyone else is busy doing other things or if it 
means us waking up every morning in the same bed."

"Ares, I've never been attracted to women. Because of that, I've never 
dreamed of myself in a situation where I'd wake up next to someone. 
There's a certain protocol that the guys follow here, where they're able to 
get their rocks off without getting entangled in any kind of emotional 
involvement. That's all I've ever known. I wouldn't know how to make 
something 'romantic' work."

"What Andrea and I had worked well for us, but I can't see you and me 
being able to live that way. I guess that, if you wanted to try it, we could 
forge something new that would be custom tailored just for us."

"So, does that mean that there's a chance that things can work out that 
way?"

"Without knowing what Andrea and Drake have decided about things, I can't
say anything for certain. But from all that I know, there is a chance."

* * * * *

When Ares arrived at his house, he and Dark went to work preparing a light 
dinner and making sure that they had drinks enough for everyone.

After all that had been said on the walk over, both needed time to think 
about how they felt about things and what they really wanted.

When a knock sounded at the front door, both of them stopped and looked 
at each other.

"Are you ready?" Ares asked with concern.

"No." Dark answered simply, then added, "But I'll do it anyway."



"I think this will end up being worth the effort." Ares said before leaving 
the kitchen.

"Just remember that whatever happens, I'll be here for you."

"I never doubted it."

* * * * *

"Come in Drake. I'm glad you could make it. How are the kids?"

"I left Jim in charge. I'm sure that they'll be fine."

"Andrea, how are you?"

"Nervous. I know that you're making us dinner, but do you think that we 
might be able to get right to it? I'm nothing but nerves right now."

"I can't think of any reason that we should have to delay. Come in and sit 
down and you can tell us what you've decided."

"I want my own house." Andrea blurted out.

"Excuse me?"

"When I arrived, you said that one of my options was to have my own place.
I think that I'd like to do that."

"Oh, yes. Of course. If that's what you want..." Ares stammered.

"I'm sure that I'll be spending quite a bit of time over here with the boys 
and over at Drake's house. But when I'm not doing that, I think that I'd like 
to have a place that's mine where I can focus on myself, if only for a little 
while." Andrea explained.

"I think that sounds like a wonderful idea and if we were to make an 
announcement, that the elders might call for 'Raising Bee', like they did for 
Ares and the boys." Drake suggested.

"There's no reason to make a big deal about it." Andrea said shyly.



"It's our way, Andrea. Please allow the community to welcome you and 
accept you." Dark said in a low voice.

"He's right." Ares confirmed.

"Okay. If that's how you do things here, then I guess that's how we'll do it." 
Andrea finally agreed, then she turned to Ares and asked, "Was that 
everything? Or were you going to make an announcement too?"

"I don't know how much of an announcement it is, but I was hoping that if 
Dark would do me the honor, that he might agree to accompany me on a 
date this Friday."

"A real date? Like for the whole community to see?" Dark asked cautiously.

"Well, I don't plan on us doing anything that they'd be much interested in 
seeing, but yeah. I thought that we could go down to the Brynnmorrow 
Tavern for dinner and a few drinks."

Dark's expression of surprise caused Ares to explain, "I just want the chance
to prove to you that I'm interested in you. I want to do it right."

"Okay."

"Andrea, would you mind if I invited you out on a date sometime?" Drake 
asked cautiously.

"I wouldn't mind that at all." Andrea responded warmly.

"Ares, would you be willing to watch after the kids when we go out? Even 
though I'm sure that Jim could see to things in my absence, I'd feel better 
about it if there were an adult close at hand." Drake asked hopefully.

"Well, with your four and my two, I think it might work out better if I had 
some help." Ares said, then turned to Dark and asked, "What do you think 
Dark? Are you up to it?"

"Sure. Sounds great." Dark replied easily.

"Good. Then who's ready for dinner?" Ares asked with a grin.

"Is that it? Is that all that we needed to decide?" Andrea asked curiously.



"Well, I think that at some point you're probably going to need to look at 
getting a job. But I don't see any reason that it has to be decided tonight." 
Ares said frankly, then motioned for his guests to accompany him into the 
dining room.

* * * * *

After getting everyone seated, then serving the food, Ares quietly asked his
guests, "Do you think that the kids are going to have a problem with us 
doing this?"

"I've had a chance to spend some time with the boys and they seem to be 
perfectly happy with the decisions that we've made so far. They were 
surprised that I wasn't going to be living with them, but when I told them 
that I was staying in Brynnhollow and that we'd be able to see each other 
all the time, they seemed to be satisfied." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"If you think about it, we were leading mostly separate lives all along, so 
it's not really that much for them to have to adjust to."

"I don't think I ever told you, but I've been worried about what kind of an 
example we've been setting for them. I mean, it's good that we weren't at 
each other's throats, but by the same token, I don't think they ever saw us 
'in love'. How are they supposed to grow up to be passionate loving people 
if they've never been exposed to anyone who lived that way?"

"I don't know about that. I think it's natural for the passion to die down over
time and become a comfortable coexistence. Not only was that something 
realistic for them to have seen, but I think it was a good example for them 
to witness how love can change over time."

"He may be right." Drake reluctantly added.

When the others around the table turned their attention to him, he 
explained, "Being here, with the way things are, your boys wouldn't get the
experience of seeing what a long-term relationship looks like. All they'd get
to see is the curse drawing on people's instincts, causing them to mate and 
produce offspring, then the descent into madness that follows."



"I still don't understand about that. Are you saying that every woman who 
gets married in Brynnhollow goes insane?" Andrea asked carefully.

"Yes. The only exceptions are a few old virgin crones who were able to 
resist the curse. And even they are mad to a certain degree."

"So is that what you expect to happen to Viv?"

"Yes. That's one of the most insidious parts of the curse. We bring children 
into the world knowing that they're destined to horrible fates. Vivendel will
grow into a woman, then she will be compelled to select a mate and bear 
him children. Once she does that, she will go insane and we will have to 
send her away."

"And the boys will grow up never being able to have a fulfilling 
relationship, caught in this timeless void where they're neither human nor 
animal." Ares quietly added.

"Isn't there something that we can do for them? I mean, if you were able to 
help me, isn't there a way to help them too?" Andrea asked anxiously as she
looked around the table.

Dark waited for a moment, but when no one answered, he finally 
explained, "Yours was a very special case. The curse that Ares carried had 
weakened to the point where it didn't manifest when it should have. That 
gave the witches something to work with. Although they couldn't throw off 
the curse completely, they were able to overlay another curse on top of it 
to give you a better outcome."

"If they can do that for me, can't they do it for other women?" Andrea asked
imploringly.

"I suppose that it's possible that seeing the results of what their new curse 
did to you might lead them to be able to come up with something for the 
others... Honestly, I don't know enough about magic and curses to 
speculate about that. It's probably more of a wish than a possibility." Dark 
finally admitted.



"Drake told me about the origin of the curse, but I still don't understand 
why the Brynns would institute the curse to begin with. What would they 
gain from it?" Andrea asked reasonably.

"Vengeance." Ares said simply. "Connor Brynn defied them, so they came up 
with a punishment that would cause him to suffer."

Drake nodded, then added, "To me, it seems that they were using him as an
example to the rest of their people of what would happen if they ever took
any action against the elders. They came up with a curse so horrific, 
bestowed for such a minor infraction, that the rest of their community 
would fall into line and do whatever they were told."

"In a sense, Ares has brought the curse full circle. He left Brynnhollow and 
willingly came back with his family to live with his curse." Dark said 
speculatively. "Maybe that has some significance."

"Or maybe it's a series of unrelated events. We'll probably never know." Ares
said frankly.

"I feel like there should be something that we can do." Andrea said with 
frustration.

"If you can think of something, just let us know and we'll all support you. 
Our people have tried everything we can think of for centuries and nothing 
has worked." Drake said honestly.

"We have to do something. It kills me to think of the boys growing up and 
never falling in love or having kids of their own." Andrea said as tears 
welled in her eyes.

"There's every likelihood that they will fall in love. And when that happens,
they probably will have kids. Without that, there wouldn't be any suffering,
which is the point of the curse to begin with." Ares quietly explained.

Dark nodded and picked up the thread of the conversation, "And the curse 
is very efficient at causing us to maintain our numbers, so that we don't die
off. The women aren't the only ones being compelled to keep the cycle of 
misery going."



"You'd think that if someone had all this magical power at their command 
that they'd use it for something better than this." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"If you had a community of people, each with this much potential power, 
what could you do to control them? You'd have to come up with something 
spectacularly unpleasant to make them fear you." Dark said reasonably.

"Wait. Are you saying that all the Brynns have that magical power?" Andrea 
asked cautiously.

"Yes. All of them and all of us. However, the curse prevents us from being 
able to access it. The crones on the mountain can use magic, hence your 
curse, but the rest of us can only do so in relation to our transformations." 
Ares carefully explained.

"You can do magic?" Andrea asked as she looked around the gathering.

"That's what our transformations are." Ares said simply.

"There are a few of us who can do things beyond our transformations. Jim 
can summon fire. He's quite good at it." Drake interjected.

"It just seems that with access to magic, there should be something more 
that you can do for Viv." Andrea said quietly.

"We've done everything that we can think of to try. If you can think of 
something more, we'll all help you however we can." Drake assured her.

"Do you have a library or anything where I can do some research? To be 
honest, I don't know anything about magic or curses." Andrea asked 
cautiously.

"We really don't have a central library. Each family keeps their own. You 
could try asking around. I'm sure that everyone would be happy to lend you 
any books that they have on the subject." Drake said thoughtfully.

"I think that the best source of information might be Ima and her sisters in 
the castle on the hill. Being a woman, you would probably be able to 
approach them without danger." Ares added.

"Probably..." Andrea parroted.



"Probably." Ares confirmed with a nod, then noticed that all of his guests 
had finished eating.

"Why don't we move into the living room where we can be more 
comfortable? I'll bring in some tea when I've finished clearing up." Ares 
asked as he stood.

"I'll help you." Dark immediately volunteered.

Ares smiled at him as he gathered dinner dishes.

* * * * *

"I think that went pretty well." Ares said as he walked into the kitchen.

"Yes. Although I'm still having trouble getting myself to accept that you 
chose me over Andrea." Dark said seriously.

"Have you seen how she looks at Drake?" Ares asked with a grin.

"But what if she were looking at you that way? Would you rather be with 
her?" Dark asked cautiously.

"I can't answer that, Dark. I can't tell you what I'd do if things were 
different. I can only tell you what I want to do with things being as they 
are." Ares said frankly.

"What do you want to do?"

"Right this minute? I think I'd like to kiss you."

"Really?"

"In all the time that we were 'messing around' when we were kids, I don't 
remember us ever kissing. Don't you like to kiss?" Ares asked as he stepped 
away from the sink and into Dark's personal space.

"I... I don't know. I've always thought that it looked like something that I'd 
like to do." Dark stammered.

"You've never kissed anyone?"



"The guys I fooled around with just wanted to get their rocks off and the 
girls... well, I already told you about that. You were gone so... no. I never 
did."

Ares wrapped his arms around Dark and slowly moved closer, on alert for 
any sign of resistance.

There was none, so he continued on until their lips finally met.

Dark closed his eyes and reveled in the exquisite sensation.

Although Ares wanted to kiss Dark deeply, he felt that they would have 
plenty of time to explore each new thing and each new level. In the end, 
he was content with a chaste kiss.

When the kiss finally ended, Dark whispered, "That was incredible."

"There's so much more that I want to show you and do with you. But that 
will have to wait. We have guests." Ares said as he looked deeply into Dark's
eyes.

"I love you." Dark whispered.

"I love you too." Ares said gently, then asked, "Will you start on the tea 
while I work on dishes?"

"Yeah."



Greater Good

The few weeks since she'd arrived in Brynnhollow seemed like a dream.

Agonizing her way through a prolonged illness, only to find at the end that 
her family had abandoned her had been almost more than she could bear.

The only thing that kept her going was the desire to reunite with her 
children and to know that they were safe and loved.

Now, here she was in a place where her children were growing and thriving 
with friends and family surrounding them.

Knowing that would have been enough, but she unexpectedly found herself 
among people who cared for her and supported her in whatever she 
decided to do.

Looking back, she was amazed that her husband, Ares, had understood 
what she would be facing and had encouraged her to take the time to 
discover what she could do for herself to have a fulfilled life.

In an effort to start fresh, she had chosen to accept the invitation to stay 
with Drake, a virtual stranger, and his family... at least for the short term.

As sweet and dear as Drake had been, Andrea knew that if she were truly 
going to discover her own path, that she would have to live independently.

When the time came for decisions to be made, she chose to move into her 
own house, although she continued to stay with Drake and his family for a 
bit longer, while her house was being built.

The community came together and built the basic structure of the house 
over the course of a weekend. Drake, Dark and Ares were working 



tirelessly, along with the children, to perfect the finishes and furnishings 
inside. Lowell, her husband's grandfather, oversaw the project and 
occasionally even picked up a hammer to join in.

Although she had discovered a sense of peace unlike any that she had 
known before, Andrea still felt that something was a bit off. Everything 
seemed to be going her way but lately she had been feeling like there was 
something more, something important that she should be doing.

* * * * *

"Are you going out?" Drake asked as Andrea crossed the living room.

"I can't get comfortable. I thought I'd go for a walk."

"Don't stray too far from the house. It's easy to get lost out there." Drake 
said with a grin.

"Believe me, I remember what that feels like." Andrea assured him before 
walking out the door.

* * * * *

As Andrea walked away from the house, all her attention was on the full 
moon overhead. Deep within her she had the undeniable sense that 
whatever answer she was looking for was contained within it.

Without thought, she continued to walk, drawn by the siren's call of the 
silvery moonlight.

Even when her view of the moon was obscured by the canopy of leaves, she
continued on, seeking her answer.

* * * * *

After climbing an outcropping of rocks, Andrea found herself on the edge of
a cliff, unable to continue, yet still being drawn forward.

She only stood there for a moment before allowing her human visage to fall
away, revealing her new self, the self that she usually kept hidden from the
world.



Once she was fully in her swan form, she took flight, leaving only a 
rumpled pile of clothes as evidence that she had been there at all.

She was relieved to feel the thin chain around her neck. It had become a 
habit for her to keep the chain with her, even in her fully transformed 
state. Her necklace was cursed and too dangerous to be left unattended.

As she gave herself over to the call of the moonlight, she began to realize 
that she was being drawn to a specific action... a specific location.

* * * * *

When Andrea finally landed, she looked around at the gray stone balcony, 
illuminated only by the light of the moon.

Finally free from the compulsion that had drawn her, Andrea willed herself 
to change into her half-transformed state, so that she could preserve some 
sense of modesty.

"We weren't sure that you'd come." A woman said from the shadowy 
doorway.

Andrea was startled and turned suddenly to discover the source of the 
voice.

"Oh my, aren't you lovely?" The woman said softly.

"Are you Ima?" Andrea guessed, finally realizing where she was.

"No. My name is Vera. Ima's waiting for you at the front gate, in case you 
were attempting to reach us on foot." The old crone said simply, then 
added, "We had no way of knowing what sort of creature you'd transform 
into, or if you'd transform at all."

Andrea moved close enough that she could see who she was talking to.

The woman was truly hideous to behold. Her wiry white hair stuck out in 
every direction. Of course there were the requisite hairy warts that one 
might expect of a crone. And not only did she appear to have a hunched 
back, but she also seemed to be tilted drastically to the right, so that she 
seemed to be on the verge of tipping over. Upon closer inspection, Andrea 



noticed the gnarled walking stick that Vera kept tightly clutched in one 
hand and used to keep herself upright.

"Come with me now. We have much to do." Vera said then, without waiting 
for a response, she started walking away, accompanied by the click-click 
sound of her cane on the stone floor.

* * * * *

Andrea silently followed down dim corridors.

She could see Vera hobbling along in front of her, but not much else.

As she glanced around, she suddenly realized that there weren't any light 
fixtures, torches or even candles in the hallway. As dim as it was, she 
couldn't find any light source that would make it possible for them to see 
even that much.

"Are you warm enough? We wouldn't want you to catch a chill." Vera asked 
as she continued to walk.

"I'm fine. My feathers seem to provide good insulation." Andrea said quietly.

Vera suddenly stopped, then turned and said, "Wait here a moment."

Before Andrea could respond, Vera hurried off through a doorway to their 
left.

Andrea stood for a moment and tried to formulate a logical reason for why 
she might have been summoned. She finally concluded that she didn't have 
enough information to come up with a plausible explanation, but the fact 
that she had been summoned was not in dispute in her mind.

"Andrea, was it?" Vera asked a moment later as she slowly walked into the 
hallway, the 'click-click' of her walking stick heralding her way.

"Yes, Ma'am." Andrea quietly responded.

"This is Kathryn. She was waiting for you on another balcony." Vera said as 
she passed by Andrea, continuing on down the hall, the way that they had 
originally been going.



Kathryn was grotesque, to be sure. But compared to Vera, she actually 
didn't look all that bad.

"It's nice to meet you." Andrea told the woman obligatorily.

"Are you a duck or what?" Kathryn asked abruptly.

"A swan." Andrea responded quietly.

"At least you can fly. I was afraid that you'd end up in a form that was 
totally useless." Kathryn said frankly. It was obvious from her casual manner
of speech that she wasn't trying to provoke Andrea, she was simply 
speaking honestly.

"Why have you brought me here?" Andrea asked the pair of women, trying 
not to sound too demanding.

"It's best if I let Ima tell you about that. She's the one with the plan." Vera 
said without slowing her pace. She moved surprisingly quickly considering 
the obvious limitations of her physical condition and the fact that she used 
a cane to walk.

"I'll go tell her that Andrea has arrived. We'll meet you in the library." 
Kathryn said determinedly.

"Will you stop by and get Hilda on the way?" Vera asked hopefully.

"Yes. Of course." Kathryn said as she walked away.

* * * * *

To Andrea it seemed that with the determination that Vera was putting into
walking that it would be wrong to distract her with unnecessary chatter, so 
they walked together in silence until they arrived at their destination.

Andrea looked with wonder around the enormous room filled with shelves 
of dusty tomes, until her attention was drawn by movement from deeper in
the room.

"Andrea, I'd like to introduce Juliet. She's fairly new here." Vera said 
graciously.



Juliet looked almost normal.... comparatively... in a certain light... 
Alongside Vera, it was disturbing to see the 'before and after' visual 
representation of the progression of the curse.

The most notable thing about Juliet's appearance was that her head 
seemed to be slightly too large compared to the rest of her body. All her 
facial features appeared to be exaggerated. Although she wasn't 'hideous', 
the overall effect was disquieting, to say the least.

"So, how have you been received in Brynnhollow?" Vera asked as she settled
into a comfortable looking chair.

"I haven't gone into town yet. Ares and Drake both seem nervous about how
that's going to go. But so far, everyone who's visited has been very nice. 
They've even built me a house." Andrea finished timidly.

"I'm glad. That should help things to work out well." Vera said consideringly.

Before Andrea could respond, a hideously deformed woman hobbled into 
the room.

"You're right, Kathryn. She really is quite beautiful." The woman said as she 
undulated across the room toward Vera. Her movement was nearly a 
waddle, but seemed somehow unnatural and almost hypnotically rhythmic.

"Are you Ima?" Andrea guessed.

"Yes. And I'm assuming that you're Andrea." Ima said as she shifted her 
twisted bulbous body into a chair.

"Why have you brought me here?" Andrea asked abruptly.

"To help our sisters, the women of Brynnhollow." Ima said frankly.

"What can I do?" Andrea asked hesitantly.

"By yourself, probably not very much. But with our help, we may be able to
alter the curse enough so that the women of Brynnhollow can return to 
their families and lead somewhat normal lives."

"What do I have to do?"



"Right this minute, be patient with us while we do a little test. We wouldn't
want to make their situations worse."

"If there's something I can do to help, just tell me."

"I need to warn you that this has the potential to go very wrong. There's no 
account of anyone trying to do something like this before. If it ends up 
going badly, don't be discouraged. We'll keep trying until something works."

"How dangerous is this?"

"We're reasonably certain that your curse will protect you from the curse 
that you'll be bestowing, but those that you are cursing may instinctively 
feel that you are doing them harm and attack you."

"You want me to curse people?"

"You're the only person who can. But we're getting ahead of ourselves. 
Before we do any of that, we need to test the curse on one of us to see 
how it manifests. From there, we'll be able to make adjustments."

"I'm going to have to curse one of you?"

"Yes. Juliet is the most recent to join us and has the least magical 
knowledge so it makes sense that she will go first."

"Just how dangerous is this going to be for her? Could it kill her?"

"Death is one possibility, but it's not the most unpleasant. Compared to 
some of what could happen, death could be seen as one of the more 
merciful outcomes."

"I don't want to take the chance of hurting her... or anyone."

"If you don't take the chance, then you'll help no one. You've been given a 
tremendous gift, but we can't compel you to use it. It must be your choice."

"Isn't there some way that we can test it out or something and make sure 
that it's going to be safe?"

"That's what we're doing now. If we can get the curse to work properly on 
one of us, then you'll have what you'll need to bestow the curse on our 



sisters at the coven to rescue them from the hellish existence that they've 
been trapped in."

"When you put it like that, I really don't have a choice, do I?"

"You always have a choice. It's just not always an easy one."

"What do I have to do?"

"Come with us downstairs, to our workshop. We've been preparing for this 
day and everything is in readiness."

* * * * *

Andrea could feel herself trying to slip to either her fully human or swan 
form, but was able to maintain her hold on the half-form that allowed her 
to interact with the witches, but also maintain some semblance of 
modesty.

As soon as they entered what Andrea could only classify as a 'dungeon', all 
the witches went to work on various tasks as she stood and watched.

"This will only take a moment." Ima assured her as they worked.

"Is there anything I can do?" Andrea reluctantly asked.

"No, dear. Just have a seat over there and we'll have everything ready 
before you know it."

Andrea spotted the large, crudely made chair and took a seat.

"Since we've been waiting for the full moon to summon you here, we've had
time to add a few fail safes into the curse." Ima said without looking up 
from the concoction she was brewing.

Andrea couldn't think of any way to respond to that, so she remained 
seated and watched them work.

"With a curse that bestows a curse, there's always the chance of ending up 
with a 'Midas Touch' scenario. So we've worked very hard to make it so that 
you won't be cursing everyone you meet, willy nilly." Ima said 
conversationally.



"I hadn't even thought about that. Is it going to be safe for me to be around
my boys?" Andrea asked with concern.

"We think so. Like I said, we've had the time to refine the curse a little bit 
so that you can't bestow it unintentionally." Ima said as she stopped and 
turned to look at Andrea.

* * * * *

"Is it time?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"Yes. If you'll stand over here, we'll get this done in short order. Vera, Hilda,
start the chant. Kathryn, read through the spell one more time, then stand 
ready." Ima commanded.

Vera and Hilda began to chant in low, mostly unintelligible voices.

Ima held her hands out to Andrea, inviting her to take them.

"I call upon Gaea, mother earth, to help us right what has been made 
wrong. I ask only that you help us restore the balance and return living 
mortal creatures to be as you intended. Allow us to bestow this curse on 
your daughter so that she may help others return to you." Ima said 
reverently.

Andrea felt that she should be doing something more, but continued to 
stand silently as Ima held her hands.

"I place this curse upon your hands. Let those you touch be damned."

Andrea was shocked by the words and had to fight not to pull away. She 
was startled when Kathryn walked up beside her and reached toward her 
face.

Andrea flinched away instinctively, but Kathryn was still able to smear 
something on her mouth.

"I place this curse upon your lips. Let those who hear your words be 
damned." Kathryn said coldly.

Andrea looked from Kathryn to Ima with fear at what they were doing.



Ima released Andrea's hands, then placed one of her withered, gnarled 
hands on Andrea's chest.

"I place this curse upon your heart. Let those for whom you care be 
damned." Ima said before taking a step away.

"Let this thrice damned curse be made one, only then to be bestowed." All 
the witches said in unison as Ima gently touched a dark crystal to the 
pendant around Andrea's neck.

"What have you done to me?" Andrea asked as tears began to well in her 
eyes.

"We've had the curse prepared for some days, waiting for you to arrive. We 
kept it housed within the crystal. What we've just done is given you the 
ability to bestow this curse on others. You're a cursed being, dear. It's 
impossible for you to bestow a blessing, so this is the only way that it could
be done." Ima explained.

"What we just did was put limits on 'how' you can bestow the curse." Vera 
added.

"Yes. You have to physically touch the person that you're cursing, say the 
words 'I curse you' and you have to feel within your heart the desire for the 
curse to be bestowed. Without all three of these, the curse will remain in 
your amulet." Ima confirmed.

Andrea considered their words for a moment as she calmed down. Finally, 
she quietly asked, "What do I do now?"

"All the preliminaries are done. Now it's time for you to bestow the curse so
that we can finally see if it will work as it was intended." Ima said seriously.

"I'm afraid." Andrea quietly admitted.

"Good. Curses shouldn't be taken lightly. Only bestow this curse on those 
whom you feel will be better off because of it. It is a great burden of 
responsibility." Ima said soberly.

"I think I understand." Andrea said slowly.



Ima chuckled, then said, "I'm not sure that I understand. But this is all that 
we can do."

Andrea nodded.

"Then, let's do it. Juliet? Are you ready?" Ima asked seriously.

"Yes. Please." Juliet said as she stepped forward.

"I'm afraid. I don't want to hurt you." Andrea told the woman quietly.

"When you do this, you'll either cure me or kill me. Either one would be 
better than continuing on like this, withering away until every day is 
nothing but continuous torture." Juliet quietly explained.

"What do I do?" Andrea asked Ima anxiously.

"Touch Juliet, then tell her that you curse her. If you truly wish for it to be 
so, then the curse will be bestowed." Ima said simply.

"I'm sorry, Juliet. I hope this works." Andrea said as a tear fell down her 
cheek.

"Whatever happens, I'm at peace with it. Please do it." Juliet implored her.

Andrea raised a hand to gently caress Juliet's cheek, then quietly said, "I 
curse you."

"Thank you." Juliet responded as she placed her hand over Andrea's and 
held it for a brief moment.

"Now, all that's left is to see what happens." Ima said frankly, then turned 
to Andrea and said, "We've done all that we can do here. You should go 
back home."

"That's it? Isn't something going to happen?" Andrea asked with confusion.

"Yes. If you truly felt that cursing Juliet was the right thing to do, then the 
curse has been bestowed. We won't know for some time what, if anything, 
it's going to do. Tomorrow night is another full moon, so you will be 
compelled to return here. Then you can see what the new curse has caused
to happen." Ima said seriously.



"Oh, I just thought... you know, like with the shapeshifting, that it would 
just happen all at once." Andrea stammered to explain.

"Perhaps in some cases it will. Magic can be like that. But I think that in 
most cases that you'll probably have to wait for a bit to see how the curse 
will manifest."

"Drake's probably worried about me by now. I guess I'll go." Andrea said 
uncertainly.

"With any luck, when you return we'll have good news for you." Ima said 
with a smile.

Andrea nodded, then looked around uncertainly.

"There was one other thing that we wanted to ask of you." Ima said, 
seemingly as an afterthought.

"What's that?" Andrea asked curiously.

"Do you think that, when you have the opportunity, you could ask that 
young stallion, Jim, if he could make us some more of the pendants, like 
the one that you're wearing? They seem particularly well suited for carrying
enchantments." Ima asked hopefully.

"I'm sure that he'll be happy to help. I'll remember to ask him." Andrea 
promised.

"I'll walk you up to the balcony." Juliet said gently.

Andrea smiled at her, then left the 'dungeon' at her side.

* * * * *

"Can you feel anything?" Andrea asked as they walked.

"Hope." Juliet answered simply.

"I mean, can you feel the magic working?" Andrea asked anxiously.

"I know what you mean. No. I don't feel anything happening. But even if it 
doesn't work out, to feel hope is enough." Juliet said thoughtfully.



"If you can think of anything that I can do to help you... just let me know." 
Andrea said weakly.

"You've already done it. Now we wait." Juliet said simply.

* * * * *

They continued their walk in silence until they reached the balcony where 
Andrea had arrived.

"Ima mentioned that you had a husband and children. What's it like?" Juliet 
asked curiously, sounding almost casual.

"It's like being someone bigger and more important than I really am."

"That sounds really nice." Juliet said wistfully, then watched as Andrea 
assumed her swan form and flew away.

* * * * *

Fortunately, Andrea was able to remember where she had left her clothes. 
The bigger challenge was finding her way back to Drake's house.

She needn't have worried. Before she could doubt that she was going in the
right direction, she encountered the worried calls of Drake and Jim as she 
made her way unerringly toward the house.

"Andrea!" Jim called out when he spotted her.

Before Andrea could react, Jim ran up to her and pulled her into a frantic 
hug.

"We were so worried about you! Did you get lost? Are you alright?" Jim 
rushed to ask.

"I'm fine." Andrea assured him as she returned his hug.

"Jim! Did you find her?" Drake called in the distance.

"Yeah. She's here! She's safe!" Jim called back.



Andrea was finally able to get Jim to release her enough so that she could 
start walking again.

"Are you really okay?" Jim asked with concern. Andrea couldn't help but be 
amazed by the way Drake's family, especially Jim, had accepted her. In 
some ways it felt as though she had a closer connection with Jim than she 
did with her own sons.

"I'm fine. I promise."

"Where were you?"

"I'll tell you all about it when we get back to the house. You're probably not
going to believe it."

"Are you alright?" Drake asked as he approached.

"I'm fine." Andrea automatically responded.

"You really need to stay closer to the house if you're going to be out walking
after dark." Drake told her.

"Listen guys, there's some stuff going on and I'm going to need to go out for 
the next few nights."

"If there's someone else that you're interested in, you can tell me. You're 
under no commitment to me."

"Thank you, Drake. But it's really nothing like that. I don't want to tell you 
too much in case things don't work out. A lot of people could get hurt. The 
only thing I'll say at this point is that when the new curse was put on me, it
included a compulsion for me to go to a certain place when the moon was 
full."

"So the witches did it?" Jim asked cautiously as they finally reached the 
house.

"Yes." Andrea said simply.

"But why did they want you to go to them?" Jim asked worriedly.

"I really can't say more." Andrea told him in no uncertain terms.



"Jim, go let Tannis know that we're back and that Andrea's fine." Drake told 
his son firmly.

After a concerned look at Andrea, Jim reluctantly hurried away.

"If it's something we can help with, you'll let us know, won't you?" Drake 
quietly asked.

"I will. I promise."

* * * * *

Andrea's sleep was filled with anxiety and shadowy dreams of dark and 
dangerous things.

When she finally woke, she found herself in a beautiful, comfortable place 
of warmth and safety.

She was in her swan form, nestled into the blankets on the bed. As she 
changed into her human form, she looked around and appreciated what she
had been freely given.

The room actually belonged to Tannis, but Andrea had been allowed to stay
there since her arrival. No one in the family made mention of the fact or 
seemed to be the least bit put out by her staying with them.

After dressing, Andrea made her way to the kitchen where she found Drake 
and Jim working together to prepare breakfast. Tannis, Viv and Ollie were 
sitting at the kitchen table, talking quietly about their plans for the day.

She paused in the kitchen doorway and silently watched for a moment.

With the way things stood, she knew that the most encouraging future that 
Ollie could look forward to would be to do as his father had done and get 
married, then father a child. Soon after that, he would lose his new wife to
the curse and be forced to continue on alone, raising their child by himself.

Vivendel's fate would be even worse, to either marry and go insane or 
remain celibate and eventually end up with Ima and her sisters in the 
castle on the hill.



"Good morning!" Jim said happily when he noticed her.

"Good morning, Jim. Did you sleep well?"

"I slept great! Do you want some eggs? The chickens must be in a good 
mood because we have enough for everyone today." Jim asked with a smile.

"As long as everyone else has had their fill." Andrea said softly, not wanting 
anyone to have to do without on her behalf.

"Tannis doesn't like eggs. But we've got plenty. Sit down and I'll bring them 
to you when they're ready."

"Thank you, Jim." Andrea said warmly as she walked to the table.

"Are you alright?" Tannis asked with concern.

It took a moment for Andrea to realize why he was asking, but she finally 
responded, "I just had something that I needed to do last night. I'm fine."

"Good. We was all worried about you." Tannis responded.

"Thank you, Tannis. I'll do my best not to make you worry again."

"Okay." Tannis said easily, then looked toward the stove to track the 
progress of breakfast.

* * * * *

"The other kids are jealous of me cause I gots a mama and they don't." Ollie
blurted out in the midst of breakfast.

"She's not your mother." Drake told his son gently, yet firmly enough to 
leave no doubt.

After a moment to consider, Andrea turned her attention to the younger 
children and quietly said, "I may not be your mother, but I am a mother. 
Since I'm staying here, I wouldn't mind helping out. If you can tell me about
some of the things that you'd like a mother to do, maybe I could do some of
them with you."

"I heard that moms make you cookies!" Ollie immediately responded.



"Doesn't your father make you cookies?" Andrea asked with a gentle smile in
Drake's direction.

"Mommy cookies are sposta be extra special good." Ollie said firmly.

"Well, I don't really know if my cookies are as good as your fathers, but I 
wouldn't mind baking some for you sometime. Maybe you could even help 
me."

"Mommy hugs is sposta be the best, too." Viv timidly added.

"Well, I happen to know for a fact that mommy hugs aren't one bit better 
than daddy hugs. They're both good in different ways."

"Can I have a hug?" Viv asked hopefully.

"Sure. Come on over here." Andrea immediately answered, then opened her
arms to the young girl.

Viv didn't need to be told twice. She climbed immediately onto Andrea's lap
and hugged her as though it were her rightful place.

"I wanna hug too!" Ollie demanded.

"Let me give Viv her hug right now. I promise that I'll have hugs for all of 
you whenever you need them." Andrea said as she held the girl in her arms.

Although he tried to hide it, Jim flashed Andrea the briefest hopeful look 
before turning his attention back to his meal.

Andrea noticed and smiled at the reaction. She didn't know why it was, but 
even though Viv and Ollie obviously wanted a mother in their lives, Jim 
appeared to be the one who most needed a mother.

She was determined within herself to rise to the challenge and provide him 
whatever peace of mind she could.

"But what about when you move into your own house?" Tannis asked 
thoughtfully.



"I have a feeling that we'll still be seeing each other quite a bit. I may not 
be here every day, but we'll have plenty of chances to spend time together 
and I'll still be available when you need me." Andrea assured him.

* * * * *

Andrea finished Vivendel's hugs, then made a point of hugging Ollie just as 
much. After that, Tannis and Jim received brief hugs, but Andrea got the 
sense that they were no less appreciated.

Once all the children had left for school, Drake quietly asked, "So, what do 
you have planned for today?"

"Ares and Lowell are going to be putting some finishing touches on my 
house. They want me to be there to make final decisions on finishes and 
things like that."

"So, when do you think you'll be moving?" Drake asked hesitantly.

"I was originally planning on leaving in the next day or two, but after last 
night... would you mind if we delayed it a few days, until I know how 
things are going to turn out?"

"There's no rush! We'd love to have you stay a little while longer." Drake 
quickly offered.

"Thank you. I don't know what to expect to happen tonight, but it'll be good
knowing that I won't be coming home to an empty house."

"You're always welcome here. I hope you know that."

"I don't understand why, but I do know that."

"I don't think that the 'why' is too difficult to explain. There's an emptiness 
in our lives where the children's mothers should be. You being here helps to
fulfill that need. You don't have to try and act like their mother, your 
presence is enough to provide them what they've been missing." Drake said 
honestly.

"Every child deserves to have a mother." Andrea said quietly.



"We do the best we can for them with what we've got. I don't think that 
every child needs the same things and needs to be raised exactly the same 
way."

"I guess that's true. Just look at my boys. They were raised completely 
differently from yours, and I think that they still turned out alright."

"Your boys are just fine. I've been concerned about mine growing up with 
no other children their own ages close by. With your boys here, all the boys
can help each other to navigate adolescence and encourage each other to 
make good decisions. It seems that with all that Cain and Demi have 
experienced in the outside world, they have a valuable perspective about 
consequences that my boys wouldn't know about."

"I wouldn't worry too much. Although all your children are wonderful, I can 
see that Tannis and Jim are growing into incredible young men that you 
should be very proud of." Andrea said honestly, then regretfully added, "I'd 
better get over to my house. Ares and Lowell are going to need me there 
soon."

"I know. And I have a long day of work ahead of me if I'm going to produce 
enough stock for the runners to sell on their next trip out." Drake said 
resignedly.

As Andrea was about to leave, she instead stepped forward and pulled 
Drake into her arms and gave him a firm kiss.

Drake was understandably surprised, but soon eased into her arms and 
returned her kiss, doing his best not to lose control and overwhelm her 
with his passion.

It wasn't until she began to release him that Drake realized that he had 
unconsciously been pressing his hardness against her, gaining stimulation 
from the friction.

"I'm sorry." Drake whispered, feeling nothing short of mortification at his 
loss of self control.

"Don't be." Andrea whispered in return, then looked deeply into his eyes as 
she continued, "I want you, too. But with so many things being unsettled 



right now, it's not the time for us to start something new. Too many things 
could go wrong. Too many people could be hurt."

"I know." Drake quietly responded as he tried to look casual and willed his 
rampant erection to subside.

"I'll see you this evening." Andrea said as she turned to leave.

"We'll have dinner waiting for you." Drake said after her as she walked out 
the front door.

Drake stood there for a moment, thinking about all the things that he 
needed to accomplish in the coming hours, but finally concluded that none 
of them would get done, or at least get done well if he were being 
constantly distracted. It had been far too long since he had sought release, 
so he went back to his bedroom to deal with the necessary thing that had 
to be done before he started his workday.

* * * * *

As the moon rose, Andrea didn't bother with the trek through the woods to 
the cliff. She simply shed her clothes and changed into her 'Oskmey' form. 
She made sure that she had her amulet in place around her neck, then 
walked out of the bedroom.

"Is there anything we can do to help you?" Drake asked as she walked into 
the living room.

"Not that I can think of. I'll be back as soon as I can." Andrea said honestly.

"You haven't told us anything about what you're doing. I can't help but think
that if we knew more, that there might be something that we could do to 
help you." Drake implored her to understand.

"You're already doing it." Andrea assured him, then added, "I need to be 
going."

"Just knowing that you're going to be dealing with the witches makes me 
nervous. Not only do they have access to powers that I don't understand, 



but they're also more than a little bit crazy." Drake implored her to 
understand.

"That may be so, but from what I can see, they're going out of their way to 
give me as many choices as possible." Andrea said seriously.

"Just... be safe." Drake said quietly.

"I'll do my best." Andrea said before walking out the front door.

* * * * *

When Andrea landed on the balcony, she half expected to find Vera or 
Juliet waiting for her.

Although she didn't know the layout of the entire building, Andrea was able
to remember enough to find her way to the library where she had been the 
previous night. When she found no one there, she continued on to the 
'dungeon'.

"Andrea, please come in. We have some very good news for you. The initial 
curse went better than we could have hoped." Andrea heard Ima say as she 
entered the room.

"How is Juliet doing?" Andrea asked anxiously.

"Very well, although there were a few unexpected side effects."

Andrea looked around, then asked, "Where is she?"

"She's trying to find something proper to wear. I'm sure that she will join us 
in a moment." Ima assured her.

It took quite a bit for Andrea to put her trust in someone that she barely 
knew, but it seemed to be getting easier with practice.

"Let me have a look at your pendant for a moment while we wait." Ima said
as she beckoned Andrea to come near.

Andrea walked to where Ima was sitting and leaned in.

Ima brought up her hand once again holding a dark crystal.



Andrea waited as Ima held the crystal in place for a moment, then 
withdrew it.

"Did you just update the curse?" Andrea asked slowly.

"That's right. Taking what we learned from Juliet's manifestation of the 
curse, we made a few last minute adjustments."

"Then, is it time for me to go to the Coven now?"

"Nearly, but I think it best if we have at least one completely successful 
test before you do that." Ima said thoughtfully.

"So you want me to curse someone else right now?" Andrea guessed.

"Yes. And since we're reasonably sure that this version of the curse isn't 
going to cause too much harm, we'd like it if you'd curse Vera. She has the 
most need." Ima explained.

Although Vera was hideous, to be sure, it appeared that Ima's condition was
far more severe.

It seemed that Ima could sense what Andrea was thinking, because she 
explained, "Vera's deformity causes her almost constant pain."

Andrea looked sympathetically at Vera and said, "If there's any way I can 
help you, of course I'll do it."

"After all these years, to think that I'd be asking to be cursed." Vera said 
with a weary chuckle.

Without further adieu, Andrea stepped forward and placed her hand on 
Vera's wart speckled cheek as she quietly said, "I curse you."

"Thank you, dear. I never would have thought that those words could sound 
so sweet."

"I hope it helps." Andrea said sincerely as she withdrew her hand.

"Andrea! You're here! Why didn't somebody come and tell me?" A voice 
asked from the doorway.



As Andrea turned to respond, she froze in horror at the sight.

Although the person before her was identifiable as Juliet, she looked 
drastically different.

Her skin appeared to be greenish-gray and slick almost as though it were 
covered with mucous or some other sort of slime.

"Are you alright?" Andrea asked without thinking.

"Don't let this bother you. It's fine." Juliet assured her.

Andrea pried her gaze away and looked to Ima desperately as she asked, 
"Can I curse her again to fix this?"

"Juliet, show her." Ima said, then gestured for Andrea to look again.

As Andrea watched in wonder, Juliet began to transform. She didn't change 
to look like she had the previous night, but instead looked like a perfectly 
normal woman.

"It seems that when Juliet isn't trying to change, she defaults to her half-
transformed state. She was just trying to find something to wear that 
wouldn't be too revealing with the new shape of her body." Ima explained.

Andrea looked again and realized what she was seeing.

"Before you trouble yourself too much about Juliet's transformation, it isn't 
your fault that her animal transformation is that of a frog." Ima said 
sympathetically.

"That's right. I have no regrets about what we've done." Juliet confirmed.

"You didn't answer me before. Can I curse her again to make the curse work
right?" Andrea asked Ima slowly.

"You could. That is to say that there's nothing stopping you. But the curse 
that you carry was designed to overlay the curse of the Brynns. If you were 
to place the curse atop another overlay curse, the result could be 
catastrophic."



"What about someone who doesn't have the curse active yet?" Andrea 
cautiously asked.

"How do you mean?" Ima asked curiously.

"Drake Brynnyn's daughter, Vivendel, is too young for the curse to be 
active..."

"Only bestow the curse on those who will be better off as a result. If 
someone is happy in their situation, leave them be. Make no mistake, what 
you carry is a curse that you can bestow. You can cause harm."

"Andrea?" Vera said shakily.

A look of question was her response.

"I can feel it working." Vera whispered with a joyful snaggletoothed smile.

"What does it feel like?" Andrea asked with anticipation.

"I don't know exactly what I'm feeling, but what I'm not feeling is all the 
aches and pains in every joint in my body." Vera said as tears started falling
down her cheeks.

"I'm glad it's working." Andrea whispered.

"I think that you've done enough for tonight. Why don't you go home and 
get some rest?" Ima gently suggested.

"I can do more." Andrea immediately offered.

"We need time to see how this curse is going to affect Vera. If it seems that
it's continuing to help her, then tomorrow night you can begin the next 
phase of our plan." Ima said seriously.

"Is that to go to the coven and start to help them?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"That's right. We want to be as sure as we can be that the help we're 
offering will actually be of help." Ima confirmed.

"Okay. I'll see you tomorrow night." Andrea said quietly.



"Thank you again, Andrea. Even though it may not look like it to you, I'm 
very happy with the way things have turned out." Juliet said sincerely.

Andrea looked at her and smiled when she saw that Juliet was still in her 
fully human form.

"If you're happy, then I'm happy." Andrea assured her.

"I'll walk up with you." Juliet said as she motioned toward the doorway.

Andrea gave one last look around the dungeon, then started walking.

* * * * *

When Andrea arrived at Drake's house, she found him alone in the living 
room, waiting for her.

"Is everything alright?" Drake asked with concern.

"It seems to be."

"Can you tell me about what's going on?"

"I really can't. I don't want to take the chance of giving people false hope 
about something that may never happen."

"All I really know is that you're under a compulsion to visit the witches. Is 
that really all that you can tell me?"

"Yes. I'm afraid it is." Andrea said regretfully, then gently added, "I'll tell 
you more as soon as I can."

"You don't have to tell me anything. I'm just worried about you."

"I know. And I can't tell you how much that means to me."

* * * * *

That night Andrea didn't feel nearly as much anxiety as she had the night 
before.

Although it was true that Juliet's transformation wasn't exactly ideal, she 
was willing to accept that Juliet was content with it.



"Is there anything we can do to help you?" Jim asked with concern as she 
walked into the living room.

Andrea glanced at Drake uncertainly.

"He was worried, so I told him that he could wait up and see you off, if he 
wanted to."

"Thank you, Jim. As far as I know, there's nothing that you can do. But I 
promise that I'll let you know if I discover anything."

"Is what you're going to be doing dangerous?" Jim asked anxiously.

"I honestly don't know."

"I've been to the castle before. I can go with you.' Jim quickly volunteered.

"No, thank you, Jim. If Ima were planning to cause me harm, she probably 
would have done something to me by now."

"Then who are you worried about?"

"I can't really tell you more, but the truth is that I may just be worrying 
because I don't know what to expect." Andrea said honestly, then added, 
"Either way, I need to be going."

Jim walked to her and pulled her into an unexpected hug which left her 
speechless.

"Don't take any chances that you don't have to. I want you to come back 
home to us safely." Jim said as he held her firmly.

"No unnecessary risks. I promise." Andrea finally assured him when she was 
able to find her voice again.

Andrea silently held him a moment longer before reluctantly letting him 
go.

When she glanced at Drake, she could see the concern in his eyes.

"I'll be back as soon as I can." Andrea said before determinedly walking for 
the front door.



* * * * *

When Andrea landed on the balcony at Ima's castle, she immediately 
transformed into her 'oskmey' form and made her way directly to the 
library.

"Andrea! How are you doing tonight?" Ima asked when she noticed Andrea 
entering the room.

"I need for you to tell me all of what's going on. Revealing each thing to me
just as it's happening is not only making me a nervous wreck but it's also 
hurting people I care about. Even if you don't know every detail, I need to 
know what you're planning so I can prepare for it and so that I can decide 
for myself if I really want to go along with your plans."

"Be careful what you ask for." Ima said simply.

At Andrea's confused look, Ima explained, "The compulsion that we put on 
you ends tonight. You never have to return here again if you don't want to. 
As far as our plan... It's more of a goal than a plan. We've done our best to 
give you the tools that you'll need to help our sisters in 'the Coven', but 
everything you do from this point on is up to you."

"But what am I supposed to do?"

"Go there. Assess the situation. Then take whatever action you deem 
appropriate."

"I don't even know where I'm supposed to go."

"I'll show you where it is on the map. But there's one last thing that you 
need to understand. We don't know what you're going to be facing when 
you go there. We haven't had any contact with them for decades. We 
believe that they behave more rationally when there aren't any men 
around, but we don't have any proof of that. We might just be telling 
ourselves what we want to hear."

"So all of them might be stark raving mad?"

"It's possible, but that's not what I'm most worried about at the moment."



Andrea waited anxiously for Ima to reveal what was worrying her.

"They could hurt you, Andrea. They might even try to kill you. Be prepared 
to run for your life or fly away from them if you feel that you're in danger."

"How likely do you think that is to happen?"

"We don't know enough to even make a guess."

"What happens if I decide not to go there?"

"Then you'll have to live with the knowledge that you might have been able
to do something to help people who were suffering and release them from 
their captivity."

"That's the real curse, isn't it?"

"That's going to be up to you."

There was a long contemplative silence before Andrea quietly said, "I need 
some time to think. Would you like for me to curse anyone else before I 
go?"

"Yes. If you wouldn't mind." Ima told Andrea, then turned and asked, 
"Kathryn? Are you ready?"

"I don't know. I feel like the rest of you need it more."

"Don't worry about us, dear. We'll manage."

"I can curse all of you." Andrea quietly offered.

"Thanks for the thought but it's too soon." Ima stated simply, then 
explained, "Even though the curse appears to be working as expected, we 
can't assume that it will continue that way. Regardless whether you decide 
to help us or not, our magic is the only hope for our sisters, and by 
extension, the entire Brynnhollow community."

"I understand." Andrea said solemnly.

"Andrea." A voice said from behind her.



When she turned, she saw Vera and Juliet standing in the doorway.

"We just thought that you should know what kind of power you really have."
Juliet said, looking not only perfectly normal, but also incredibly happy.

"This is what you can do to help the others." Vera said soberly.

"How are you feeling?" Andrea asked quickly, all else forgotten for the 
moment.

"Better than I could have hoped. I had really forgotten what it felt like not 
to be in pain."

For a moment Andrea took stock of Vera's appearance. To Andrea, it almost 
appeared that Vera was some sort of puppet, a grotesque caricature of a 
human being, only having the most general features in common. Even so, 
her general appearance was greatly improved from what it had been the 
day before. She still didn't look entirely 'real', but there was no doubt that 
she was in better condition that she had been previously.

"I understand." Andrea told her sincerely, then turned to Kathryn and asked,
"Are you sure?"

"Yes. Please. I Understand the risk and I want to do it anyway. If there's 
even a chance, I've got to take it."

Andrea smiled at her response, then reached up to gently touch her cheek 
as she said, "I curse you."

"Thank you."

* * * * *

After being shown where 'the coven' was located on the map, Andrea 
quietly left Ima's castle, not making any promises as to what she was going 
to do next.

When she arrived back at Drake's house, she once again assumed her 
'oskmey' form before entering.



"Is everything alright?" Jim asked anxiously as Andrea walked into the living 
room.

"I don't know." Andrea said honestly.

"Do you want to talk about it?" Drake asked cautiously.

"No." Andrea answered simply, then added, "But I don't think this decision is
going to get any easier if I try to do everything all by myself."

"I can leave you two alone, if that'll make it easier for you to talk about it."
Jim reluctantly offered.

"Thank you, Jim. But I think that I'd be interested to hear your thoughts on 
the matter."

"What's going on, Andrea?" Drake asked with concern.

"Ima and the others came up with a new curse and gave it to me so that I 
can bestow it."

"Is that like the curse they gave you so that you can stay here?" Jim quickly 
asked.

"I have the feeling that the curses are related but I don't understand all of 
what they do."

"Just tell us what you can." Drake said quietly.

"Ima thinks that this new curse might be able to undo or at least alter the 
curse on the women of Brynnhollow."

"You can make them normal again?" Drake asked in shock.

"I think normal might be an unrealistic goal. But it might be able to 
improve their conditions to the point that they might be able to reenter 
society."

"When are you going to do it?"

"I don't know if I am." Andrea quietly admitted.



"What do you mean?" Drake asked with surprise.

"Ima warned me that they might try to hurt me or kill me if I go there."

"But you've got to!" Jim implored her to understand.

"Think about what it's going to mean if all those women suddenly return. 
How will your society cope?" Andrea asked Drake more than Jim.

"I'll admit that things might get really complicated if Herta and Shea were 
to both show up on my doorstep."

"Brynnhollow would go crazy." Jim said thoughtfully.

"Exactly." Andrea said with a smile at him, then continued, "There are a lot 
of ways that this could go horribly wrong. I'm hoping that with your help 
that we can come up with a way of doing this where we'll end up doing 
more good than harm."

"Does that mean that you're going to go there and try cursing someone?" 
Jim asked cautiously.

"I'll at least go there and assess the situation. But I don't plan on bestowing 
any curses until I can be reasonably sure that it will actually improve 
things." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"Do you think that it might be safer if one of us were to go with you?" Drake
asked cautiously.

"I'm going to have to fly in. I appreciate the thought, but I don't think it 
would work." Andrea said regretfully.

"I have functional wings in my baphomet form. I can fly there with you." 
Drake quickly offered.

"Even if the women weren't insane and under a curse, seeing you in your 
baphomet form might terrify them and make things a lot more difficult." 
Andrea informed him.

"Then maybe you could ask Ares to go with you." Jim suggested.



"I'm not sure how the curse works, but with Ares being male, him being 
there could cause a whole different set of problems to erupt." Andrea said 
frankly.

"It's true, they do hate men." Drake admitted.

"So, does this mean that you've already decided that you're going, even 
though you know it might be dangerous?" Jim asked with concern.

"I suppose it does." Andrea wearily responded.

"Is there anything that Jim and I can do to help you?" Drake asked 
hopefully.

"Yes. Please be thinking about what we can do if this works. I feel like if I 
make one wrong move that the entire house of cards that is Brynnhollow 
will come tumbling down." Andrea admitted.

"When are you going?" Jim asked quietly.

"I'll go tomorrow night. If I put it off any longer, I'll probably talk myself out
of it." Andrea said anxiously.

After a long silent moment, Jim quietly asked, "Do you really think it will 
work? Can you make them better?"

"Ima asked me to bestow the curse on a few of the women there with her, 
so she could see how it worked and do some fine tuning." Andrea explained.

"Did you curse Ima?" Jim asked quickly.

"No. she didn't want to take any chances in case something went wrong. I 
cursed three women named Juliet, Vera and Kathryn.

"Kathryn Brynnlynn?" Drake asked cautiously.

"I don't know. I don't think anyone mentioned their last names."

"I knew Kathryn. When she disappeared about a year ago, well, I naturally 
assumed the worst." Drake admitted.

"I know who Vera is." Jim announced, then grumbled, "Grabby old thing."



"Well, they're not entirely back to normal yet, but they all seem to be 
getting better."

"Do they plan on coming down off their mountain when they've recovered?" 
Jim asked curiously.

"They didn't say anything to me about it. I got the feeling that they were 
committed to seeing that the women at the coven were taken care of." 
Andrea said thoughtfully.

There was another moment of silence, then Drake quietly said, "This could 
change everything, couldn't it?"

"Or it could destroy everything, if we do it wrong." Andrea added.

* * * * *

Little was said after that about the decisions that Andrea was facing. In 
point of fact, they all knew that she had already decided, but they were 
also aware that she wasn't entirely happy with the decision that she had 
made.

Through breakfast with Drake's family, and on through the day in her new 
house, looking around and putting on the last finishing touches, Andrea 
went through the motions while the dread of what she would be facing 
welled within her.

Although she logically knew that there was no reason that she should have 
to wait until dark, she nonetheless did.

As the last rays of the sunset finally disappeared, she internally gathered 
her courage and took flight.

* * * * *

It turned out that following directions on a map was far easier when flying 
than when driving.

Andrea was able to fly unerringly and directly to her destination.



As she looked over the enormous stone structure, she couldn't help but 
admire the architecture and majesty of it.

Much skill and care had been used in its construction.

She flew around the building, which turned out to be more of a compound, 
made up of various buildings, and searched for a good place to land.

The largest of several courtyards caught her eye and she decided to land 
there.

No one seemed to be around, so she transformed to her 'oskmey' form, so 
she could better investigate the area.

"So, the time has finally come?" A woman's voice asked from a nearby stand 
of trees.

Andrea turned suddenly and could just barely identify a humanoid form 
standing in the shadows.

"Are you Andrea or Michelle?" The raspy feminine voice asked curiously.

"I'm Andrea..." She began to say, but was interrupted.

"Yes. Of course you would be. That should work out nicely."

"Who are you?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"I'm the Grand Duchess Astrid, the Queen's Keeper of History."

"How do you know who I am?"

"I'm bored already. Just get on with it, will you?"

"Get on with what?" Andrea asked in puzzlement.

"Follow that path that you're on. The Queen won't wait for you forever."

"Wait? Is she expecting me?"

When she didn't get an answer, she looked around and couldn't find any sign
of the shadowy stranger.



* * * * *

Having no reason to do otherwise, Andrea continued on down the path, 
under the light of the waning moon.

A moment later she paused when she heard slightly off-key humming 
coming from ahead of her.

"Hello?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"Is it too cold for the babies, do you think?" A woman's voice asked from 
ahead of her.

Andrea puzzled over the question for a moment as she cautiously continued
forward.

"I suppose they seem happy enough. I'll wait a bit longer. The night air is 
good for them."

As Andrea stepped onto a patio, she was finally able to see the source of 
the voice. The woman was dressed elegantly, however the style of clothing 
seemed to be a century or more out of date. The woman was covered from 
neck to ankle with ornate clothing, embellished with swaths of lace.

When the woman turned to face her, Andrea was surprised to find her 
wearing a porcelain mask framed by carefully styled golden blond hair, 
which was obviously a wig.

"They're napping now. We should have time for a nice chat." The woman 
said pleasantly.

"Excuse me, Ma'am, but who are you?" Andrea asked quietly.

"Stupid child! I'm the one you came here to see! I am the exalted and most 
revered, Queen Marimba!"

"I didn't mean to offend you. I don't know anyone here. It's nice to meet 
you, my name is..."

"I know who you are! We've been waiting for you! Now get on with it!" 
Marimba snarled.



"Get on with what? I don't know what it is that you expect me to do." 
Andrea said quietly, intimidated by the queen's forceful nature.

"Stupid cow! You're supposed to release us from our captivity!"

"How am I supposed to do that?" Andrea asked indignantly.

"Once we're free, the men are going to pay for everything that they've done
to us. After we've destroyed the last of them, I'm going to be coronated as 
the queen of Brynnhollow, wearing a crown woven from their severed 
penises."

"What are you saying that they've done?" Andrea cautiously asked.

"Now look at what you've done with all your yammering! Giuseppe's awake 
and before you know it they'll all three be crying their little heads off!" 
Marimba screeched as she rushed to a crudely made woven basket.

Andrea didn't hear anything. Her curiosity got the better of her and she 
followed.

Marimba snatched a filthy rag baby doll out of the basket by one arm and 
bared a shriveled nipple before pressing the doll to it.

"I swear, the little bastard does nothing but cry." Marimba scowled with 
aggravation as she jammed the 'baby' to her breast.

"Is there anything I can do to help?" Andrea asked uncertainly as she tried 
to process all of what she was seeing. Marimba's ceramic 'face' wore a 
neutral expression of disinterest which was in stark contrast to her 
emotionally charged words.

"Leonid probably needs to be changed and Toaster Oven always wants to be
held. You might as well make yourself useful, since this is ALL YOUR FAULT!"
Marimba finished in a bellowing scream.

Andrea looked around for another basket, but instead found a large soup 
kettle with one doll in it and a tin wash tub with another. Andrea stopped 
and looked more carefully at the doll in the wash tub. The crudely made, 



dirty little doll had an absurdly large cloth penis stitched onto its groin. 
The penis was nearly as long as the doll's legs.

"Every day that we're left inside this prison is your fault. You're the cause of
all our suffering. You really are a vile, despicable cunt." Marimba said 
coldly.

"I didn't put you in here." Andrea said as she tried to force herself to reach 
into the wash tub and pick up 'Toaster Oven'. The large button eyes and 
realistic, possibly real, teeth were disturbing enough to prevent her from 
getting any closer to the grotesque little thing and she eventually withdrew
her hand.

"If you don't get on with it and let us out, your twin sons will pay for it, I 
promise you that. We'll drain them of their seed... over and over... until 
they finally wither to nothing and die." Marimba said as she moved the doll,
Giuseppe, to her shoulder and began to thump its back, apparently trying 
to burp him.

"What do you know about my sons?" Andrea asked as she gave up trying to 
force herself to pick up the disgusting little doll and stepped away from the
wash tub.

"And what about that new husband of yours? You don't think we'll let him 
live, do you? But if you release us right now, I promise that we'll do our best
to see that he's one of the last to die." Marimba said in a tone of voice that 
sounded almost reasonable.

"What 'new husband'?" Andrea asked in confusion.

"Oh? Do you mean that hasn't happened yet?" Marimba asked curiously, then
turned her attention back to the doll in her arms as she continued, "Give it 
time."

"You can see the future?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"Yes. Many of them, in fact... or at least glimpses of them. And in those 
futures we see ourselves bathed in male blood and tears, basking in the 
glory of being free to be mothers and wives again." Marimba said dreamily.



"But how can you be mothers and wives if you kill all the men?" Andrea 
asked as she started backing away from Marimba, back to the path she had 
entered from.

"Stupid bitch! You believe their lies, don't you? Forget what I said! As soon 
as you've set us free, I'll see to it that your death is legendary! The last of 
the dying men will look up at your mangled corpse and be relieved that 
they won't have to suffer as you did!" Marimba screeched. The bland, 
impassive look on her ceramic mask only served to intensify the aura of 
hatred that emanated from her.

Andrea slowly took another step back, not wanting to make any sudden 
moves to provoke an attack.

"Look at this! How negligent of me. I've forgotten to offer you any tea. 
Come, dear. Join me. It's a most delightful blend." Marimba said as she 
gestured toward a table and chairs.

Andrea turned and broke into a full run, away from Marimba, down the 
path.

As soon as she was in a large enough clearing, she let herself transform 
fully and took to the air.

* * * * *

As Andrea flew, she decided to go to her new house where she could be 
alone and think things through. Her mind kept going over and over her 
encounter with Marimba, trying to make sense of what she had witnessed.

When she finally landed, she was surprised to find herself outside Drake's 
house. It was as though she had some sort of homing instinct which 
compelled her to seek out the safety and security that could be found in 
Drake's embrace.

"How are you?" Jim asked as she entered through the front door.

Andrea didn't have a ready answer and finally responded, "I'll have to get 
back to you on that."



"You look worried. Can I get you some tea or anything?" Jim asked anxiously.

"No, thank you. Just give me a minute. Where's your father?" Andrea asked 
as she looked around.

"He was really worried about you and had to get out of the house for a few 
minutes to work off his pent up energy. He went out for a little bit to 
forage in his animal form he asked me to wait here for you." Jim answered 
quietly.

"I need to go change..." Andrea began to say.

"He'll probably be back before you're done. I'm going to make some tea 
while you're changing."

"Thank you, Jim. That sounds nice." Andrea said gently before leaving the 
room.

* * * * *

After changing into her fully human form and dressing, Andrea walked into 
the living room to find Jim and Drake waiting for her.

"How did it go?" Drake asked anxiously.

"Not as well as I could have hoped." Andrea said honestly as she sat down.

As soon as Andrea was seated, Jim stood and poured a cup of tea for her.

Without asking or being told, he prepared her tea with slight amounts of 
cream and sugar, just the way she liked it.

"Thank you, Jim." Andrea said sincerely.

Jim smiled in acknowledgement before returning to his seat.

"Did you get to talk to Herta or Shea while you were there?" Drake asked 
hopefully.

"I talked with two people. I don't know what they looked like, how old they 
were or even what their real names were."



"I can see that something disturbed you about your visit. Can you talk about
it?" Drake asked quietly.

"There's really not that much to say. I met someone who called herself 
'Queen Marimba' and we talked for a few minutes." Andrea said 
thoughtfully.

"There must have been more to it than that for it to have bothered you so 
deeply." Drake observed.

"When people said that the women of the Coven were insane... I wasn't 
prepared, that's all." Andrea quietly explained.

"So you're freaked out?" Jim asked as he fought to understand.

Andrea smiled warmly at him and said, "You've been spending a lot of time 
with my sons, haven't you?"

At Jim's look of confusion, Andrea explained, "'Freaked out' sounds like 
something that Chris... I mean Cain or Deimos would say."

"Well, yeah. But you are, aren't you?" Jim persisted.

"Yes. The entire experience was deeply disturbing." Andrea admitted.

After a moment to think, Drake cautiously asked, "Do you think that you'll 
be able to help them?"

"I don't know."

"If you can talk about it, can you tell me what was so disturbing?"

"It was a lot of different things. One minute she'd be nice and the next 
she'd be absolutely horrid. She'd seem reasonable and then say the most 
absurd things in the next breath. She claimed to hate all men and want to 
torture and kill them while holding a male baby doll to her breast to feed 
him."

"That must have been bad. I'm getting creeped out just hearing about it." 
Jim said uneasily.



"If all the women of Brynnhollow are affected the same way by the curse, I 
don't know if I'll be able to do anything to help them." Andrea said honestly.

"I can't help but think that there must be something that you can do, 
otherwise you wouldn't have been given this opportunity." Drake said 
thoughtfully.

"Things happen." Jim stated simply.

Andrea and Drake looked at him curiously at the seeming non sequitur.

When Jim noticed, he explained, "Just because we wish that it might be 
true doesn't mean that it is. It might be impossible. If Andrea goes and tries
to do things because she believes that there's some greater power guiding 
events to work out, then she might be killed for no good reason."

"There's another thing..." Andrea reluctantly said as she tried to find a way 
to explain.

Both Jim and Drake turned their attention to her and waited anxiously.

"It seems that the women of the coven have the ability to see into the 
future." Andrea said quietly.

"So they know what you're going to do?" Jim asked cautiously.

"From the sound of it, they get glimpses of the possible futures. Because of 
that, they knew that I was coming. They also knew about Cain and Deimos 
and even my future... other things that haven't happened yet. But I can't 
be sure if their visions of the possible futures are really going to happen or 
if they're products of their hatred and insanity." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"If they know what's going to happen or might happen, that could give us 
some clue as to what we can do to make things turn out right." Drake said 
cautiously.

"Marimba talked about bathing in male blood and tears and wearing a 
crown made of severed penises." Andrea said frankly.

"Oh... Maybe we should tread carefully as we go forward." Drake said 
uneasily.



After a long silent moment, Jim quietly asked, "Do you think that they're all
as insane as that?"

"I don't know. They could be." Andrea quietly admitted.

"Maybe you should talk to the witches and see if they might have any ideas 
about what you can do." Drake carefully suggested.

"Yes. I'll probably go tomorrow night. If nothing else, I'd like to see how 
Juliet, Vera and Kathryn are doing. If my curse is still working the way that 
it's supposed to, I might be able to curse another one of them." Andrea said
slowly, feeling at least a little bit better knowing that there was something 
she could do to help someone.

"That sounds like a very good idea. With any luck, the witches will have 
some insights about other ways that you can approach the women of the 
Coven so that you can help them." Drake said reassuringly.

"That reminds me." Andrea said suddenly, then turned to Jim and 
continued, "Ima asked me to ask you if you could make a few more 
pendants, like the one that you made for me. She says that they're really 
good for holding magical enchantments."

"Yeah. Grandpa Lowell told me that they liked my work. I've got five or six 
made up already if you want to take them to her." Jim answered 
immediately.

"I'll need a pouch or something to be able to carry them in my swan form." 
Andrea said consideringly.

"I'm sure that we'll be able to come up with something. If you'll remind me 
in the morning, we'll stitch something together that you'll be able to wear 
comfortably in your swan form." Drake said confidently.

"Thank you." Andrea said sincerely, then broke into an unexpected yawn.

"I think that must mean that it's bedtime." Drake said with a tender smile 
at her.



"Yes. I think that I've settled down enough that I'll be able to sleep. Thank 
you both for talking with me. It really helped." Andrea said as she stood.

"We'll be here to talk to you whenever you need us." Drake assured her.

"Yeah. Even if it's not about witches or curses or stuff, you can always talk 
to us." Jim interjected.

Andrea walked to Jim and hugged him firmly as she quietly said, "Thank 
you, Jim. I can't even tell you how much it helps me to know that."

Jim returned the hug as he took the words to heart.

* * * * *

Drake had a few things that he needed to do to settle the house before 
going to bed. As he returned to the living room, he found Andrea standing 
there, waiting for him.

"I was wondering, if you wouldn't mind, do you think that I could spend the 
night with you?" Andrea asked timidly.

Drake was so surprised by the request that he couldn't find the words to 
answer.

"That came out wrong. I'm not asking... I'm not ready to... I just wanted to 
know if I could sleep in your room with you... I don't want to be alone." 
Andrea stammered nervously.

"I usually sleep in my animal form. If that wouldn't be too uncomfortable 
for you, you'd be welcome to join me." Drake answered gently.

"I do too. I mean, since I've learned to change, I've been sleeping in my 
swan form. I seem to rest better that way." Andrea said quickly.

"From what I understand, most people sleep better in their animal forms." 
Drake said as he motioned for her to walk with him.

"Drake, I don't want you to think that I don't want to be with you. I'm just 
not ready." Andrea quietly explained as she walked with him.



"I know. Your life is in upheaval right now. I can wait until you've been able 
to resolve a few things and are ready to take the next step." Drake said 
easily.

"Thank you, Drake. I just feel like this is the same as it is with the coven. If
I take one wrong step, that everything will fall apart." Andrea said 
anxiously.

"I'm here to help you, however you need me." Drake said as he opened his 
bedroom door.

"I know. I don't really understand why, but I don't doubt that it's true."

"Either there's a greater plan at work or, as Jim says, 'things happen'. 
Regardless, I care. What more do we need to know?" Drake asked with a 
smile.

"If you'll excuse me, I'm going to go into the other room to 'change'." Andrea
said shyly.

"Will it bother you if I'm in my Addax form when you get back?" Drake asked
cautiously.

"No. That won't bother me at all. Goodnight, Drake." Andrea said warmly.

"Goodnight, Andrea."

* * * * *

After waking and going through the morning routine of sending the kids off 
to school, Andrea made her way to her house to meet with Ares.

"Well, unless you've spotted anything that you'd like to have changed, I 
think that everything's done." Ares said when she arrived.

"I looked through everything yesterday after you left and I didn't notice 
anything." Andrea said honestly.

"Then I guess you can move in, whenever you're ready. The boys have 
already volunteered to help you carry your things over." Ares finished with a
smile.



"It may still be a few days. I have some things that I'm working on right now
and I don't want to be in the middle of moving while I'm trying to sort out 
other things." Andrea said honestly.

"Just let us know when. We'll be ready when you need us." Ares said 
warmly.

Andrea noticed the contented look in his eyes and quietly asked, "How are 
things going with you and Dark?"

"We're taking small steps and making sure that we're both ready before 
going any further. Everything feels so right, like it's the way that it should 
be." Ares finished with a smile.

"You were never this happy while you were with me." Andrea observed.

"I was happy, just not exactly the same type of happiness. I think that's 
what I needed then and this is what I need now." Ares said thoughtfully.

"But aren't you worried that as time passes, the same thing might happen 
between you and Dark and you'll find that you're needing something else?" 
Andrea asked with concern.

"Sometimes people grow together, sometimes they grow apart." Ares said 
simply, then quietly added, "I hope that Dark and I will end up being 
together for the long term. I can really see myself growing old with him at 
my side and loving every minute of it."

"Yes. I can see that, too." Andrea said with a smile.

"What about you and Drake? How are things going?" Ares asked curiously.

"From the way you describe things with Dark, I think we're in pretty much 
the same situation. Things are progressing slowly, but they are 
progressing." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"Do you love him?" Ares asked cautiously.

Andrea was taken aback by the blunt question and had to stop and think 
about it for a moment.



As Ares waited silently, she considered her feelings and finally said, "I'm not
sure. I care about him and I really appreciate how he and his family are 
going out of their way for me. I love Drake, but I don't think that I'm in a 
place where I can say that I'm in love with him."

"Be careful, Andrea. You're right at the point where lots of people make 
life-changing mistakes. I don't know the right answer. I don't know if there 
is a right answer. Just please be sure of your own feelings and your own 
mind before deciding anything." Ares implored her.

"My relationship with Drake may have to go on the back burner for a bit 
while I deal with other things, but when the time comes that I have to 
make a decision, I'll remember what you said." Andrea promised.

"Is there anything I can do to help you with your 'other things'?" Ares asked 
curiously.

"Not that I can think of." Andrea said honestly.

Ares nodded, then thought to ask, "Are you and Drake still planning to bring
the kids over on Sunday?"

"Yes. We're all looking forward to it." Andrea said warmly.

* * * * *

The flight that night held no fear whatsoever, but there was some amount 
of dread.

When Andrea finally landed on her customary balcony, she had to brace 
herself for the task ahead and talk herself into doing what she knew 
needed to be done.

As before, she first made her way to the library. When she stepped through 
the door, she was surprised to find all the witches in attendance.

"Did you go to the Coven?" Ima immediately asked.

"Yes. I went there." Andrea reluctantly admitted.

"How did it go? Were you able to curse anyone?" Ima asked hopefully.



"No." Andrea answered, then continued, "I think that I'm going to need your 
help."

"We've given you the tools that you'll need. What more help can we give 
you?" Ima asked curiously.

"You made the curse on me so that I can't bestow it unless I really want to. 
From what I saw last night, I don't want to be responsible for Inflicting any 
of those horrible people on an unsuspecting community." Andrea tried to 
explain.

"You have to understand that it's the curse that's making them behave that 
way." Ima gently explained.

"They're so disgusting that I don't want to touch them, even to curse them."
Andrea said honestly.

"I'm sorry, dear. But you're going to have to work past your discomfort to 
find a way to help them. Imagine what it would be like if you were trapped
behind a veil of insanity, watching yourself do horrible, unspeakable 
things."

"I don't think that I can make myself believe that there's any decency in 
them. I've never met such disgusting people in my entire life. Besides that, 
they threatened my children. For that alone I would do everything in my 
power to keep them confined."

"Perhaps it would have been better if it had been a Brynnhollow native who
had been given the honor of liberating the coven. Be that as it may, we can
only work with what we've got on hand. We're going to have to find a way 
to make it work."

"There's something else that you need to know. They can see into the 
future." Andrea said reluctantly.

"That would stand to reason." Ima said thoughtfully.

"You knew?" Andrea asked with surprise.

"No. But it makes sense from a magical perspective." Ima said consideringly.



"It makes sense? I don't see how that can be."

"For a spell, especially a curse, to be effective and lasting it requires a 
balance of forces. For everything taken, something must be given to 
replace it. The ability to divine the future is an incredibly powerful 
enchantment which could, in theory, be used to offset the hideous physical 
and mental manipulations of the curse." Ima carefully explained.

"So it's sort of a blessing used to offset the curse?" Andrea cautiously asked.

"Some might think so, but for those who study the mystical disciplines, 
clairvoyance is seen as more of a trap. It's too easy to lose oneself in all the
possibilities of what might be and disregard the real world around you. 
Magic isn't typically good or bad. It simply is. Good and bad is determined 
by the use of it."

"But you said that I'm cursed, so I can't bestow a blessing. How does that 
work?"

"It just means that you are forced to operate within the constraints of the 
curse that you carry. If you weren't cursed at all, there would be a whole 
other variety of enchantments available for us to use." Vera explained.

"Wait. Is the balance of forces the reason why you hear about people being 
destroyed by having their wishes granted?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"Most of that is just stories, cautionary tales about greed and desire. But 
the basic premise still holds true. Those who seek enrichment without 
sacrifice are typically destroyed by the fulfillment of their desires." Ima 
said seriously.

"We've gotten off track. What am I supposed to do about the Coven? If I'm 
not able to make myself want to curse them, how can I do anything to help 
them?" Andrea asked anxiously.

"All I can tell you is to continue on and try to find someone worthy of your 
curse. Perhaps you met with some people who weren't representative of 
the population."



"That's possible. The only person I really talked to called herself Queen 
Marimba. Whether or not she's really their leader, she thinks that she is. 
Her attitude might not be the same as the regular people."

"Very likely not." Ima agreed.

"As much as I don't want to go back there, I probably should." Andrea said 
reluctantly.

"If you choose to go, you could potentially do a lot of good for them." Ima 
said frankly.

"I know." Andrea reluctantly agreed, then thought to ask, "Would you like 
for me to curse anyone else before I go?"

"Hilda? Are you ready?" Ima asked as she turned to face a withered, rail thin
woman.

"Yes." Hilda said as she stepped forward to stand before Andrea.

"We still can't be sure that this is completely safe. Are you sure that you 
want me to?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"Yes. Please do it." Hilda immediately answered, then explained, "I was 
afraid before that your curse would make things even worse. But after 
seeing what you did to help Vera and the girls... please do it. I want to feel
human again."

Andrea fought back the tears that were threatening to fall as she raised her
hand to gently cup the woman's wrinkled cheek.

"I curse you." Andrea said gently.

"Thank you." Hilda whispered joyfully.

As Andrea withdrew her hand, Hilda suddenly dropped out of sight, as 
though she had fallen through a trap door in the floor. As Andrea looked 
downward, she saw the clothes that Hilda had been wearing, laying in a 
heap.

"What happened?" Andrea asked in panic.



"The curse reacts differently on different people." Ima explained 
reasonably, then motioned toward the pile of clothes.

Andrea looked down and saw movement, then heard a tiny mewling cry.

She immediately dropped to her knees and began to dig through the 
clothes. It took her a moment, but she finally discovered a tiny kitten 
struggling to free itself.

"Hilda? Are you alright?" Andrea asked in a whisper.

"Give her a few minutes. As I'm sure you can recall, your first 
transformation can be a bit disorienting." Ima gently explained.

"But she's going to be okay, isn't she?" Andrea asked hopefully.

"I have the feeling that she is going to be wonderful." Ima assured her.

Andrea gently scratched Hilda behind the ears for a moment before 
standing.

"Are you going to go now?" Juliet asked timidly.

"Yes. I think that I should." Andrea said, not altogether enthusiastically.

"I wish that I could go with you, even if it was just to protect you." Juliet 
said honestly.

Andrea once again noticed the 'froggish' features that Juliet had in her 
resting state and quietly said, "That would be nice, but I have a feeling 
that even your best hop wouldn't get you across the chasm to the coven."

"We all have our parts to play in this scenario no matter how we might wish
it to be otherwise, Juliet is needed here." Ima said firmly.

"What are you going to do when this is all over? Are you going to come down
from your castle and rejoin the people of Brynnhollow?" Andrea asked Ima 
curiously.

"Perhaps we'll go down on special occasions, like the Samhain celebration. 
But we've taken an oath of service to the community to protect and defend



them from both the magical and the mundane. We can't forsake them at a 
time when our services might be needed most." Ima said seriously.

"I was discussing that with Drake and Jim. They were worried that having 
all the women suddenly returning to Brynnhollow could disrupt the entire 
community and throw their society into chaos." Andrea said gravely.

"I suppose that's true." Ima said with a nod, then continued, "But that's not 
an argument for not helping our sisters. Just because it may be 
inconvenient doesn't mean that we shouldn't do it."

"True. But I'd still like to think that if we can manage to do this right, that 
the return of the women to Brynnhollow can be looked upon as a wonderful
and joyous thing instead of an invasion and a burden." Andrea said firmly.

"Change is frightening, even good change. I honestly hope that you will be 
able to realize your vision, but forgive me for being skeptical. In my 
experience, life just doesn't work that way." Ima said frankly.

"Sometimes you have to make it work the way you want it to." Andrea 
countered.

Vera broke into a full deep laugh and everyone looked at her with question.

It took her a moment, but she was finally able to explain, "Making things 
work the way you want them to, counter to the natural flow, is what 
witchcraft is all about!"

Andrea's eyes went wide with surprise, then she looked at Ima inquisitively.

"She's right." Ima reluctantly admitted.

"Then I guess it's good that I have witches on my side." Andrea said with a 
smile.

"Go see what you can do at the Coven and we'll see what we can come up 
with to help ease the newly cursed into Brynnhollow society." Ima said as 
she looked Andrea in the eyes.

"I will. Thanks." Andrea said warmly, then thought to add, "By the way, Jim 
gave me these to give to you."



Ima looked curiously at Andrea as she accepted the pouch that she had 
been carrying.

When Ima poured the contents out into her hand, a smile crossed her 
crooked lips before she said, "I have a feeling that we'll be able to make 
good use of these."

"I'll let Jim know that you appreciate his work." Andrea assured her.

"That's not all we appreciate about him." Vera interjected.

"Watch out what you say about Jim. He's practically my step-son... or son-
in-law. We'll just have to wait and see how things end up turning out." 
Andrea said frankly.

"Next time you visit, I want to hear all about it!" Vera said excitedly.

Andrea fought to keep her smile to herself as she turned and walked out of 
the room.

* * * * *

Andrea wasn't surprised to find that as she walked upstairs from the library,
Juliet was at her side.

"How are you doing?" Andrea asked with concern.

"I've been released from the all consuming desire that drove me out of 
Brynnhollow and away from my family. Now I can appear fully human when 
I want to and I'm still accepted here at the castle with the witches. 
Working with Ima and Vera gives me a purpose. With all of us working 
together, I think that we'll be able to help a lot of people... even if they 
never know about it." Juliet said thoughtfully.

"So you're not upset about the frog thing?" Andrea asked to be sure.

Juliet laughed, then said, "Here, among my sisters, that is one of the most 
trivial things that could have happened to me. And since I can control my 
appearance when I leave here... no. I'm not upset. Not in the slightest."



"You know, once we've done everything that we need to do and things have 
settled down, maybe you could come over to my house and take a day or 
two off. I could introduce you to my family and friends." Andrea said with a
smile.

Juliet stopped, frozen in place, and stared at Andrea in wonder.

Andrea couldn't interpret Juliet's expression and finally quietly added, 
"That is, if you want to. I was just thinking that it might be nice, for a 
change of pace."

"I'd love to! It's just, in all the time that I've been here, ever leaving always
seemed like such an impossibility that I never even dreamed about it. Now 
you're asking me to go to your house for a visit... and we could do it! We 
could really do it!"

Andrea smiled at the reaction, then said, "Yes. We could. I know that 
there's too much going on right now for it to be practical. And besides, I 
haven't moved into my house yet. But just as soon as it's feasible, we will."

"Thank you, Andrea. You've already given so much back to me. You've given 
me myself, but now you're also giving me the world. I don't know how I'll 
ever be able to thank you enough." Juliet said as tears started falling down 
her cheeks.

"That's easy. Enjoy it. That's all I ask." Andrea said simply, then cocked her 
head to indicate for them to start walking again.

* * * * *

As Andrea flew toward the coven, she felt a fresh spark of fear awaken 
within her at what she might find.

This time she decided not to go for the biggest garden, but instead look for
one of the nicer gardens, which might indicate a more gentle soul who 
bothered to take the time and care to tend the plants.

After several passes, she finally found what seemed to be a simple, yet 
quaint orchard with flowering plants interspersed and a beautiful reflecting



pond, giving it the appearance of something that had been carefully 
planned and designed to be visually appealing.

When she landed, she couldn't resist the temptation to go directly to the 
pond and go for a long swim. She was a swan, after all.

As she floated along, she tried to devise some sort of a plan for finding a 
worthy person to bestow her curse upon.

* * * * *

Some time later, a movement caught her attention and she saw a figure 
hunched at the side of the pond, watching her.

Curiosity got the better of her and she changed course so that she could 
swim a little closer.

"Swimmy swimmy little girl, silver of the moon."

"Thinking of forbidden tales, hidden in the dark."

"Scheming others' rotten plans, making them her own."

"Dreaming of her own desire, living for a price."

"Climbing days and sliding nights, nothing left to give."

"Wife and mother pristine whore, giving up her voice."

"Nightmare death and daymare life, little in between."

"Moldy mansion gruesome grave, all the same to me."

"Ar deLethe, I humbly ask, will the world be mine?"

Andrea wasn't sure if it were the cadence of the strange poetry or the 
weary voice that spoke it, but for whatever reason she felt moved by the 
question and decided to answer.

Only a few feet from the shore where the woman knelt, Andrea began her 
transformation to her 'oskmey' form. Her body lengthened, and the water 
was only up to her knees when she finally stood tall.



What she had heard so far convinced her that the woman before her was 
undoubtedly mad. But contained within the madness was at least some 
glimmer of coherent thought. It occurred to her that if she were to try and 
meet the woman halfway, that they might be able to establish some sort of
meaningful rapport.

"What world do you seek?" Andrea asked, not making any move toward the 
woman on the shore.

"The world of 'Real', where the voices behind me are silent and the voice 
from within me can be heard." The woman said in a gravelly whisper.

"And what will you do in this world, when it is given to you?" Andrea asked 
cautiously.

"Sing praises in the sunlight and piss in the shadows."

As Andrea was about to respond, she suddenly thought of Drake and Jim's 
first question when she told them about what she'd been doing.

"For what you ask, there is a price. Will you be willing to pay?"

"I have nothing, you're welcome to it."

"Your name. I want your true name. Give it to me and I'll give you the real 
world." Andrea promised.

"What of your true name? You're Caorthannach, aren't you? Devious bitch! 
You've already taken everything from me and now you want to take the last
vestige of what I was? I refuse! Go fuck yourself!" The woman spat.

"For what is given, something must be taken. You must know that it's true. 
You've asked for the gift, I've told you the price. Should I leave now and 
never return?" Andrea asked reasonably.

"This world you promise, is it filled with beauty?"

"There is beauty, but there is also ugliness. You can choose to surround 
yourself with either... or both, I suppose. What you do with the gift once it 
is bestowed will be up to you."



"Let's not play at this any longer. You've got me and you know it. I'll do it! 
I'll pay anything. I'll promise anything. I'll do anything! Anything! Do you 
hear me!?"

"Yes. I hear you." Andrea said calmly, then started slowly walking toward 
the shore.

"You're going to make me do it, aren't you?" The woman asked as she stood 
to her full height.

"A deal is a deal." Andrea said simply as she noticed the leathery wrinkled 
face that the woman was trying to keep hidden in the hood of her cloak.

"If this is all a dream, I'm going to be very very pissed off in the morning." 
The woman growled.

"Tell me. Who are you?" Andrea asked in nearly a whisper as she took the 
final step and stood before the slightly hunched woman.

"My name was... is... My name is Moira. Moira Brynnmyl." She said, nearly 
choking on the words, then she followed with a gravelly, "Damn you!"

"No, Moira. Damn you." Andrea said as she reached up, then gently drew 
her fingertips down Moira's cheek.

"Wh... what?" Moira asked in fear.

"I damn you. I curse you. From this moment forward, you will exist only in 
the real world."

"What have you done to me?" Moira asked as she backed away.

"Only what you asked me to." Andrea responded simply, then continued, 
"I'm going now. But I'll return tomorrow. If you know of someone who would 
benefit from my curse, bring them here and I'll discuss it with them."

"I know who you are now. I remember you from my dreams, Caer Ibormeith.
I saw you and I was not afraid." Moira said contemplatively, then focused 
her mostly hidden eyes on Andrea before continuing, "Maybe I should have 
been."



"I've given you the world that you asked for. What you do with it is up to 
you. From this point on, whether you find misery and suffering or happiness
is up to you." Andrea said frankly.

"I can feel it coming back to me, like a half remembered dream. It's almost 
like visions of someone else's life, but I know it was me." Moira said 
distantly.

"That sounds like something that could take a while to sort out. I'm going to
go now." Andrea said gently.

"Before you go, do you know about my boys? Do you know if they're alright?"
Moira asked suddenly.

"I don't know many people in Brynnhollow, but if you'll tell me their names 
I'll see what I can find out about them." Andrea said cautiously.

"Dane and Danner Brynnmyl. They must be fully grown men by now... they 
probably have families of their own..." Moira trailed off into tears.

"I haven't heard of your sons, but I'll ask around and see if I can find out 
anything." Andrea assured her, then quietly added, "I need to be going 
now."

"You said that you'll be back tomorrow night?" Moira asked hopefully.

"Yes. Expect me just after sundown." Andrea confirmed.

"Be well, Caer Ibormeith. Regardless what else you have done, you've let 
me remember my sons. For that you have my gratitude." Moira said calmly.

"My name is Andrea."

"Perhaps it is, in this incarnation. But your true self still shines through." 
Moira said peacefully.

"You're still a little bit crazy, aren't you?" Andrea asked cautiously.

Moira gave a slight chuckle, then said, "We both have things that we need 
to be doing. I will see you here tomorrow."



"See you then." Andrea said uncertainly before releasing her restraint and 
falling into her swan form.

* * * * *

Andrea was somewhat shaken by her encounter with Moira.

What she had just done was mystical and wonderful and frightening and 
even a little bit insane.

She didn't know where the instinct had come from that had driven her to 
behave in such a way. She had engaged the poor insane woman in 
conversation and exploited her vulnerability. She had used bullying tactics 
to gain an advantage to achieve her goals. That wasn't her. That wasn't the 
type of person that she was. She despised such people.

Then again, looking back on the experience, she couldn't think of anything 
that she might have done differently. She knew that what she had done was
ultimately for Moira's benefit. In fact, Moira had even thanked her when 
she had been able to remember her sons.

Magic isn't typically good or bad. It simply is. Good and bad is determined 
by the use of it.

Andrea reflected on the words and began to realize that they seemed to 
apply to much more than just magic.

* * * * *

Upon arriving at Drake's house, Andrea wasn't surprised to find Drake 
waiting up for her.

"Did the witches have any advice to give you?" Drake asked as he stood and 
walked to her.

"Basically, they just told me to 'suck it up' and go do what needs to be 
done." Andrea said with a weary smile.

"I'm sorry to hear that. I really expect them to be able to help you." Drake 
said as he cautiously pulled her into his arms to give her a gentle hug.



"I think they did help me. They not only motivated me to try again, but 
they also proved that they had confidence in me to do the job." Andrea said
as she enjoyed being held.

"Then, does that mean that you'll be going to the Coven tomorrow night?"

"Actually, I went there when I was done talking to Ima and the others."

"Really? How did it go?" Drake asked as he pulled back to look her in the 
eyes.

Andrea smiled at him, appreciating how invested he was in what she was 
doing. "I think it went well. I can't be sure how it's going to turn out, but 
let's just say that I planted a seed tonight. We'll have to wait and see what 
it ends up producing."

"Just let me know if there's anything I can do to help you. What you're 
doing could end up changing our entire way of life." Drake said softly.

"Actually, there is one thing you can do." Andrea said suddenly.

Drake looked at her curiously.

"Do you know anything about two boys named Dane and Danner?" Andrea 
asked curiously.

"Brynnmyl?" Drake asked uncertainly.

"Yes. That's right!" Andrea said excitedly.

"I know of them. But I can't say that I know them." Drake said slowly.

"All I need to know is if they're alright. I promised their mother that I'd try 
to find out." Andrea said seriously.

"I've had dealings with Festus Brynnmyl a few times over the years and I 
recall that he has two sons. I really don't know much more than that." 
Drake said regretfully.

"Do you know how I could find out?" Andrea asked hopefully.



"You could go into Brynnhollow and ask. I'm pretty sure Festus lives in town.
If not, he lives close by." Drake said thoughtfully.

"I'll need to do that tomorrow... Except that I'm nervous about going into 
town by myself." Andrea quietly admitted.

"Even though everyone probably knows about you by now, I think it'd 
probably be best if you went with one or two other people, just to be 
safe." Drake said cautiously.

"Will you have time to go?" Andrea asked hopefully.

"I need to be here for the kids. It takes a few days of planning for me to be 
able to go into town. Besides, it takes about a full day of travel to get 
there from here." Drake said regretfully.

"Do you think Ares could do it?"

"Hard to say. His place is a lot closer. If you left there in the morning, you 
should be able to reach town before noon." Drake said thoughtfully.

"I really need to do this. I promised her that I'd try to find out." Andrea said
anxiously.

"How are you going to manage it?" Drake asked cautiously.

"I guess I'll fly to my house tonight, then go over to Ares' house first thing in
the morning." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"Do you have any of your clothes at your house yet?"

"No. Everything's here." Andrea said slowly.

"Maybe you could think about staying here tonight, then ride Jim over to 
Ares' house in the morning. He can get you there a lot faster than travelling
on foot." Drake slowly suggested.

"That might be best." Andrea said slowly, then quietly asked, "You don't 
think he'll mind, do you?"

Drake smiled before saying, "That boy would walk across hot coals for you. I
don't think he'll mind a bit."



"Are you worried about how he seems to be getting attached to me?" 
Andrea asked cautiously.

"I think that what Jim sees in you is the mother that he never had. As long 
as you don't mind his attention, I think it's best to just let things run their 
course until he's been able to fill whatever emptiness that he's been 
carrying around." Drake said thoughtfully.

"I don't mind his attention. He's a wonderful boy and I really enjoy his 
company. I just wouldn't want to do anything that might end up hurting him
by letting him become too dependent on me." Andrea said honestly.

"We'll keep a lookout for signs that things are going that way, but I think he 
just needs to have a woman in his life to show him approval and 
acceptance." Drake said honestly.

"So, in the morning I'll ride Jim over to Ares' house and ask Ares if he has 
time to go into town. When we're done there, I can come back here and 
then tomorrow night I can give Moira whatever news I've found out about 
her sons."

"Was she the only one you talked to last night?"

"Yes. But with any luck, she'll have someone else for me to talk to 
tomorrow night." Andrea said with a smile.

"If you end up talking to Herta or Shea, let them know that I still think 
about them and that the kids are all fine and miss them very much." Drake 
said quietly.

"What are you going to do if they come back? What if they both expect to 
be your wives? What if they expect you to choose?" Andrea asked cautiously.

"I've thought about that." Drake reluctantly admitted, then quietly added, 
"I don't know."

* * * * *



Andrea enjoyed a relaxing breakfast with Drake and the children. When 
breakfast was over, Andrea made a point of giving each of the kids an extra
special hug.

As Drake had predicted, Jim was more than happy to volunteer to take 
Andrea to Ares' house.

Although it was a little awkward for Andrea to carry the bundle of Jim's 
clothes as she rode, she really didn't mind. She appreciated that he was not
only willing to help her, but enthusiastic.

When they arrived, Jim lowered himself to allow Andrea to easily dismount.

"Thank you, Jim. I really appreciate the gentle ride." Andrea said gratefully.

Once she had stepped away from his side, Jim allowed himself to transform
into his centaur form.

"All you ever have to do is ask." Jim said honestly.

Andrea handed him his bundle of clothing as she said, "I'm going to see if 
Ares is awake yet. Join me when you're ready."

"I'll be there in a minute." Jim said before carrying his bundle of clothing 
around the side of the house, where he could change in private.

Andrea watched him go, then waited for a moment to collect herself 
before walking to Ares' front door.

* * * * *

After waiting a moment, she knocked again and began to wonder if she 
might need to go around to the workshop to see if Ares were there.

"Is he not home?" Jim asked as he stepped onto the porch.

"I don't know. It didn't occur to me that he might not be." Andrea said 
honestly.

A sound of movement drew both their attention, then the door opened 
slightly.



"Andrea?" Ares asked with surprise.

"I'm sorry. I thought you would have been up for hours by now, seeing the 
boys off to school." Andrea said simply.

"I was... I mean, I did. Then we decided to go back to bed for a while." Ares
said disjointedly.

"We? Is Dark here?" Andrea asked curiously.

"Yes. Please come in. I'll be back in just a minute." Ares said before 
hurrying away.

"What's going on?" Jim asked curiously.

"I think that Dark probably spent the night last night and he and Ares were 
probably taking advantage of a little 'kid free' time to be together." Andrea 
said as she pushed open the door and led the way inside.

"Do you mean that they were having sex?" Jim asked timidly.

"I don't know about that. Sometimes holding and being held can be more 
fulfilling than a romp between the sheets." Andrea said frankly, then looked
Jim in the eyes as she explained, "It's none of our business what they were 
doing and it would be rude to ask."

"I wouldn't ask about something like that." Jim assured her.

"Come on in and have a seat. I'm sure they'll be out in just a minute." 
Andrea said as she led by example.

Jim followed and took a seat in the chair next to hers.

* * * * *

"What brings you all the way out here this morning?" Ares asked curiously as
he walked into the living room, still fixing his collar.

"There's kind of a long story behind it, but the short answer is that I need 
to go into Brynnhollow and I was hoping that you'd go with me." Andrea 
answered honestly.



"Sure. I've been putting off going into town for a few days. I don't have 
anything that I need to do today that can't be put off until tomorrow." Ares 
said simply, then turned at a movement and asked, "Would you mind if Dark
came along?"

"No. I wouldn't mind at all." Andrea answered immediately.

"Where are we going?" Dark asked quietly as he walked to Ares' side.

"To Brynnhollow. Andrea has some business there, and so do I, for that 
matter." Ares said honestly.

"Actually, if you wouldn't mind swinging by my place on the way, I have 
some paperwork that I'd like to take to Mason, regarding some consignment
jobs." Dark said cautiously.

"That shouldn't be a problem." Ares said, then looked to Andrea and asked, 
"That isn't going to throw off your schedule, is it?"

"No. I don't have a schedule. I just need to talk to someone and get some 
information." Andrea said with a smile.

"Would anyone like something to eat or drink before we go?" Ares asked as 
he looked around to see if anything needed to be settled before they left.

"No. Jim and I had a good breakfast before we left Drake's house." Andrea 
answered simply.

"We had breakfast with the boys before they left for school." Ares said with 
a smile, then gestured toward the door as he added, "I guess we're ready to
go."

* * * * *

"So, what do you need to do in town? That is, if you don't mind talking 
about it." Ares asked curiously.

"That's kind of a long story." Andrea warned him.

"It appears that we're going to have plenty of time to talk while we're 
walking into town." Ares replied.



"Okay. But just remember, you asked for it." Andrea said with a smile, then 
continued, "I guess it started when I arrived at Drake's house. When he 
realized who I was, he asked Jim to go to Lowell's house and get his help to
find a way to fix things so that I wouldn't die if I saw you or the boys."

"Yes. I've been meaning to talk to my grandfather about that. I'd like to 
know just what those witches did to you." Ares said honestly.

"They cursed me. From the way I understand it, the curse that I received 
when I married you was somehow weak or incomplete. That allowed the 
witches to create a new curse that they could put on top of it and alter the
terms of the original curse, which would allow me to continue to live." 
Andrea said thoughtfully.

"I don't know enough about curses to know how that works." Ares said 
honestly.

"You see, the thing is, they also added something else in the new curse that
compelled me to go to them during the next full moon. When I went there, 
they gave me yet another curse, except that this curse wasn't on me. It was
a curse that I could bestow on others who were already cursed." Andrea 
carefully explained.

"Why would they do that?" Dark asked cautiously.

"To allow me to undo some of what the original curse did to the women of 
Brynnhollow. The new curse hopefully takes away their insanity and 
homicidal rage." Andrea said slowly.

"Do you think that it will work?" Dark asked excitedly.

"From what I've seen so far, it might." Andrea told him, then continued, 
"Last night I cursed a woman named Moira Brynnmyl."

"I know who that is!" Dark said quickly.

"Do you know anything about her sons, Dane and Danner?" Andrea asked 
hopefully.



"I remember seeing them a few years back when they needed masks for the
Samhain celebration. I don't think I've seen them or heard anything about 
them since then." Dark said thoughtfully.

"Well, that's why I need to go to Brynnhollow. I need to find out how Dane 
and Danner are doing. That's the first and only thing their mother asked of 
me when her insanity started to subside." Andrea said seriously.

"You can cure the women?" Ares asked in a bewildered voice.

"It looks that way. Ima and the others were really careful to let me know 
that things could still go wrong. The new curse might react in ways that no 
one expected." Andrea warned.

"But... the women could come back." Ares said distantly.

"Yes. That's our hope." Andrea confirmed.

"My dad's actually worried about that." Jim interjected.

Ares and Dark looked at him curiously.

"How are things going to work when all the women who've been exiled for 
as long as anyone can remember all show up in town, wanting their old 
lives back?" Jim explained.

"I can't even imagine." Dark said honestly.

"Even so, we still have to do it. We have no choice." Andrea said simply.

After walking for a few minutes in silence, Ares quietly said, "And here I 
was, worried that you wouldn't be able to find a way to contribute to the 
community."

"I just hope that my contribution doesn't lead to its destruction."

* * * * *

"I'm glad that we're going with you. There's no way of knowing how people 
are going to react to seeing a woman in Brynnhollow." Ares said honestly.

"After the 'raising bee' I'm sure that everyone knows that I'm here by now."



"Knowing and seeing can be very different things." Ares said frankly.

"He's right. There's no predicting how they're going to react. No matter how
respectable some people might normally behave, they might react 
completely out of character when they're in the moment." Dark confirmed.

"Or in character." Jim added.

At everyone's questioning looks, Jim felt compelled to explain, "Instead of 
acting like everyone expects them to, they might act like they really are, 
you know, in private, when no one else can see."

"I think that you might be overestimating their reactions. I'm hardly looking
my best right now." Andrea said frankly.

"It may seem that way to you. But you have to realize that you're going to 
be the most beautiful woman any of them have seen inyears. In some 
cases, decades." Ares explained.

"Don't worry, Andrea. If worse comes to worse, you'll have a Nāga, a Tengu 
and a flaming Centaur on your side." Dark assured her.

"Deimos said that I shouldn't ever call myself 'flaming' because in the 
outside world it means something really different." Jim said uncertainly, 
then quietly added, "But he didn't tell me what."

Ares and Andrea fought to contain their laughter as Dark and Jim looked on 
in confusion.

After a moment, Ares was finally able to explain, "In the outside world 
'flaming' can mean a man who uses dramatic, overly exaggerated 
stereotypical feminine expressions and mannerisms."

"I don't understand." Jim said frankly.

"Good. I think that's one of the things from the outside world that we can 
leave outside." Ares said decisively.

"You don't really think that you're going to have to fight, do you?" Andrea 
asked anxiously.



"I don't expect to, but I can't say that it's entirely outside the realm of 
possibility." Ares said seriously.

"Is there anything I can do to curtail their interest?" Andrea asked 
thoughtfully.

"Not really. I think it's best for us to just continue on and see how things go.
Assuming that we survive the experience, we'll have a much better idea of 
what to expect the next time we have to go into town for something."

"It might also be in our best interest to go in there expecting everyone to 
be on their best behavior. If we show up looking like we're afraid or itching 
for a fight, we might unintentionally provoke them into an action that they 
might not have taken otherwise." Dark said thoughtfully.

"Good point." Ares agreed.

* * * * *

Conversation lagged after that, but the silence between them was finally 
broken by Andrea asking, "Dark, can I ask you something?"

"I guess so." Dark responded uncertainly.

"You seem to know a lot about history and mythology." Andrea said slowly.

"More than most, I suppose." Dark agreed.

"Last night, Moira called me 'Caer Ibormeith', and she seemed pretty 
insistent about it. Do you know who or what that is?" Andrea asked 
cautiously.

Dark smiled, then said, "I suppose it stands to reason someone would make 
the association since Caer Ibormeith is known to be a swan maiden. She is 
the goddess who has dominion over sleep and dreams. There's a tradition to
offer up mead to Caer Ibormeith during the Samhain celebration each year 
to celebrate her contribution to our lives in the year past and ask for her 
favor in the year to come."

"Maybe I should start studying about ancient mythologies, now that I know 
for a fact that magic is real." Andrea said carefully.



"I don't know how much you actually need to know. But if you're interested,
I probably have the most extensive mythology library in all of Brynnhollow. 
Stop by sometime and you can borrow whatever books you want." Dark said
easily.

"Thanks, Dark. Once things get a little bit more settled, I may do that." 
Andrea said easily.

"Deimos said that in the outside world, people get married and divorced all 
the time, sometimes lots of times. Is that really true?" Jim asked 
thoughtfully.

Andrea looked at Jim with surprise at the abrupt change of subject.

When Jim noticed, he explained, "Seeing you and Ares and Dark all being 
friends and... not mad and stuff. It just seems weird. All my life all I've 
heard is that you find someone who you really really love, and when you're 
sure that the two of you can't live without being together, you get married.
Then, when the curse finally makes it so you have to be apart, you hold on 
to the love that you had and the memories you were able to gather during 
your time together."

The adults were speechless as they thought about Jim's perception of the 
world he had been raised in.

"I just don't understand. How could you be together before and then let 
each other go when you didn't really have to?" Jim asked anxiously.

"We did have to." Ares said simply.

"That's right. Just like here in Brynnhollow, the curse made it so that we 
couldn't be together anymore. I got deathly ill and the only way that Ares 
could find to help me survive was to give me a cure that would ensure that 
he could never see me again." Andrea urged Jim to understand.

"Jim, I was raised here, like you were. From a very young age I learned to 
accept that eventually the curse would force me to be separated from my 
wife and that I'd have to move on. When I married Andrea, it seemed that I 
wouldn't have to worry about that after all, but when the curse became 
active in our lives, the reality came crashing down on me that that's just 



how it is for us. I accepted that I would have to let Andrea go." Ares quietly
explained.

"And that's what it really comes down to. He let me go and moved on with 
his life. While we both still care about each other and even love each 
other, the life that we had before is over. If I'd never gotten sick, we might 
have continued on being married for many more years, possibly for the rest
of our lives. But being apart for a year allowed us to become independent 
from each other and grow in different directions."

"If we tried to maintain the commitment that we'd made before, I think 
that both of us would feel like we were giving up on the new lives that we 
had started and the new selves that we were becoming. It would have been
a step back for both of us." Ares agreed.

"It's also possible that this is necessary for what Andrea is doing right now, 
with the coven." Dark said thoughtfully.

"How is that?" Ares asked with interest.

"I don't know. It may just be coincidence, but look at what the women of 
the Coven are going to be facing when they come back to Brynnhollow. 
Their old lives are gone and in many cases it won't be possible for them to 
return to how things were before. Maybe Andrea can be an example to 
them by showing how she lives independently and is her own person. She 
isn't defined as someone's wife or daughter. She is herself, making her own 
decisions and building her own life." Dark said carefully.

"Thank you, Dark. But to be honest, I depend on a lot of people." Andrea 
said humbly.

"In Brynnhollow, we all depend on each other to some degree. If Jim were 
to move out on his own, everyone in the community would be concerned 
for him and help him. But when he was finally able to stand on his own two
feet, everyone would look at him as being his own person, capable of 
making his own decisions. I think that's how people see you right now, 
Andrea. And I think that maybe if we can nudge things to go in that 
direction, it might be the answer of how to integrate the women of the 
Coven back into Brynnhollow society." Dark said carefully.



"It could take some time and effort to make things go that way, but I think 
that the result would be worth it." Ares said frankly.

"Do you think that the village elders will go along with it?" Jim asked slowly.

"I suppose that that's the first big hurdle that we're going to have to face." 
Dark said honestly.

"Well, unless they can come up with another option, I don't really see what 
else they can do. I mean, if they're entrusted with the well-being of the 
community, it's the only plan of action that I can think of that has any hope
of working." Ares said slowly.

"They could choose to keep the Coven locked up and separated from the 
rest of Brynnhollow." Andrea said simply.

"The status quo can be very alluring." Dark agreed.

"I can't believe that they would be that cruel, simply for their own 
convenience." Ares said thoughtfully.

"Ares, tell me again, how did your dad die? And why did you leave 
Brynnhollow?" Dark asked with a look askance at him.

"Point taken. I suppose that we'll just have to do our best to urge everyone 
to think forward and do what's best rather than fall back into the rut of 
what's familiar and 'has always worked in the past'." Ares said seriously.

"But if we can do it, Brynnhollow is going to be a completely different 
place than it ever has been before." Jim said as he tried to envision the 
permutations of what they were planning.

"Actually, Jim. That's what places... and people, are meant to do. They're 
supposed to grow and develop, not stagnate within magical bubbles 
trapped in time." Ares quietly explained.

"I'm scared. Is that wrong?" Jim asked as he looked at the adults that he 
was traveling with.

"No Jim. That's exactly right." Andrea assured him.





Beneath the Truth

"It doesn't add up."

"What's that?"

"That woman's story. Her daughter was in the hospital for a year and she 
never went to visit her even once?"

"Some people don't like to travel and some are creeped out by hospitals."

"Even so, a whole year? And not even so much as a phone call? Doesn't that 
seem a little bit odd to you?"

"Not really."

"So what's the situation, as you see it?"

"Based on what we've discovered so far, I'd guess that the subject got sick. 
Her husband got depressed. He took their twin sons somewhere and 
probably did the murder-suicide thing. Then, when the subject recovered 
from her illness, she went searching for them."

"Then where is she?"

"Maybe she found them and decided to join them."

"I suppose that's possible, except that no bodies have been found."

"Do you think we should save ourselves some time and put a call out for 
cadaver dogs? I don't want to draw this thing out any longer than 
necessary."

"No. Let's do a little investigation first to see if we can pick up her trail 
before we commit to searching for a body."



"I'm still a little bit suspicious because this all seems too obvious. According
to all the records that we've been able to pull, there's a trail that a blind 
man could follow, leading right to this pissant little town in the middle of 
nowhere. The last credit transaction shows her gassing up her car, then 
nothing. If someone were intentionally leading us on a wild goose chase, 
this is exactly how they would do it."

"We'll be there in less than two hours. Let's talk to the locals and see what 
we can find out. Maybe we'll get lucky."

"I wouldn't bet on it."

* * * * *

"I'm not getting any signal."

"What's that?"

"My cellphone. No signal."

"Do you want me to pull over and get the sat-phone out of the trunk? It's all
charged up and ready to use."

"No. It can wait."

"We'll be in Waxell soon, I'm sure that you'll be able to get a signal there."

"I still don't know why the FBI is being called on to investigate this. From 
what I can see, this is a simple missing persons case. In fact, the missing 
person seems to have gone missing of her own free will. There was no 
indication of a struggle or any type of coercion."

"Officially, I would say that it's possible that Mrs. Brynner was abducted, 
and if that were the case, the subsequent evidence indicates activity 
related to her across state lines, which makes it our jurisdiction. 
Realistically, I think the simple fact of the matter is that Mrs. Greymont 
has quite a few influential friends among the higher ups at the bureau."

"I'm glad she's not my mother. What a horrible person."



"That doesn't have any bearing on the assignment that we've been given. I 
know that it seems like a waste of resources when so many people 
legitimately go missing, but the people in charge told us to do this, so we'll 
do it."

"I know. But why do you think that we were pulled off of an active 
investigation to go out to BFE for this?"

"Maybe we were getting too close to something sensitive and the powers 
that be wanted us out of the way."

"Well, if that's what they were going for, I think they accomplished it. Are 
you sure you're not lost?"

"It'd be kind of hard to get lost on a road with no turnoffs."

"That sounds like the beginning of one of those Sci Fi things that you enjoy 
reading."

"Have you been reading my books?"

"I did a little investigating. It's what I do. I still don't see what you get out 
of that fantasy nonsense."

"It helps me to expand my perspective to allow me to entertain non-
standard possibilities."

"So, do you think this Andrea woman was abducted by aliens?"

"Not really, but I'd like to think that if something out of the ordinary 
happened to her that I'd be more open to other explanations than someone 
who believes only in one ironclad set of strict rules that govern reality."

"If it were aliens, I wish that they'd taken the mother instead."

"She really got to you, didn't she?"

"I just can't stand people who act so entitled and better than everyone 
else. But to top it off, 'Heleficent' acts like her daughter is her own 
personal property that's been misplaced and she's going to stamp her feet 



and hold her breath until someone brings her back. Sixty year old spoiled 
brat!"

"'Helen' isn't our boss. We interviewed her. With any luck, we won't have to 
face her again unless or until we find out what happened to her daughter."

"That's not going to give me much incentive to find the woman."

"As soon as we've found Mrs. Brynner, the case will be closed and we 
shouldn't have any reason to have to face 'Skeletor' again."

"I had a feeling that she bothered you too."

"I can't let that stop me from doing my job."

"'Skeletor'... good one."

"Thank you."

* * * * *

"This is interesting."

"What's that?"

"Andrea's husband. I got to looking at his file and I'm seeing all the telltale 
signs of an assumed identity."

"Did you get a signal?"

"No. I downloaded the files before I left. I don't have any way of cross 
checking what I'm seeing here, but it looks like Ares Brynner sprang into 
existence at the age of eighteen."

"That's not too odd, but I suppose that it's worth looking into."

"His existence began in Waxell, Kentucky."

"Well, then we might be able to investigate at the source. That's lucky."

"I don't know if I'd call it luck. I still feel like we're being spoon-fed 
information and given a trail of breadcrumbs to follow."



"I guess we'd better be on guard for witches, then."

"Huh?"

"Hansel and Gretel."

"Tell me again, you really don't believe in all that supernatural nonsense, 
do you?"

"It was a joke!"

"That's not an answer."

"Let me put it this way, I don't believe in aliens at the moment. But if at 
some future time I see a flying saucer and feel myself being levitated off 
the ground and into their ship, I might decide to reconsider."

"Hippie."

* * * * *

"What a shithole."

"I've been to a few third world villages that were worse."

"I wonder if they have indoor plumbing here."

"I guess you can check on that while we're investigating what happened to 
the Brynner woman."

"How do you want to do it?"

"Why don't you hit the courthouse and the local police to see if they know 
anything. While you're doing that, I'll interview the gas station attendant 
and see if maybe Mrs. Brynner stopped at the local motel... if they have 
one."

"I still don't have cell service. Where and when do you want to meet up:"

"Let's meet at the Waxell Diner over there in about two hours. We can 
compare notes and decide what we need to do next."

"Do you think that you'll need the sat-phone?"



"No. You take it. You're the one who's going to be looking at the official 
reports. You may need to fact check or something."

"Do we at least have lapel mics or walkie-talkies or something? It feels 
wrong being out of touch with each other."

"No such luck. We got pulled away so suddenly that I didn't have a chance 
to stock up on gear. Face it, this isn't a James Bond job, it's a MacGyver."

"Well, sitting here isn't getting it done. The sooner we start, the sooner 
we'll be able to get back to civilization."

"That's the spirit."

* * * * *

"Good afternoon. Welcome to the Waxell Diner. Just have a seat and I'll 
bring you a menu in a minute."

"Is it okay if I sit in the back?"

"Sure. Anywhere you want."

"Someone's going to be joining me. Can you let him know where I am?"

"Is he another Fed, like you?"

"How did you know?"

"'Cause no one around these parts dresses up in a suit unless someone's 
being married or buried. And since I've never seen you before, and you 
haven't tried to sell me anything, I figure you gotta be a Federal Agent... 
FBI would be my first guess."

"I guess it's a good thing that I'm not trying to go undercover. Yes. As a 
matter of fact, I am an agent with the FBI. Agent Fastbeck. When my 
partner arrives, would you let him know where I'm sitting?"

"Yeah. I'll tell him. I'm Harry. Give a yell if you need anything."

* * * * *



"How's it going? Did you run into trouble?"

"No. Just a sheriff's deputy that I couldn't get to shut the hell up."

"Any good information?"

"That remains to be seen. I didn't get anything on Andrea, but it turns out 
that Ares Brynner has something of a reputation around Waxell."

"Really? That's surprising. By everything that I've been able to uncover 
about him, he's been nothing but a model citizen."

"Well, to be honest, I couldn't find any evidence to say that he'd ever done 
anything wrong while he lived here... well, except for the murders."

"Murders?"

"Five of them."

"Ares Brynner is a mass murderer?"

"That's still a little bit up in the air. But my gut tells me that he isn't. From 
all accounts, about twenty years ago Ares Brynner was living here in 
Waxell. He worked at the local feed store... before you ask, yeah, they've 
got a feed store. It's about a block over from here. Anyway, he worked hard
and was reasonably well liked. Then one day, some strangers showed up in 
town asking about him. The next thing anyone knew, five people were dead
and Ares Brynner was never seen or heard from again."

"Were the five people the ones looking for him?"

"No. They were all locals. None of the men who were looking for Ares were 
ever seen again either."

"So, they might have taken Ares away with them?"

"No. It seems more likely that Ares was somehow able to evade them. If you
take into account the time for travel, his first appearance in Maryland fits 
almost to the day."

"Are you ready to order?"



"We haven't looked at the menus yet. Could you give us another minute?"

"Sure. Do you know what you'd like to drink?"

"Is your Coke on tap or in the can?"

"Neither. It's in bottles."

"Really? Yeah! Two bottles of Coke."

"I'll be right back."

"Thanks, Harry."

"So, did you find out anything?"

"No. The gas station attendant and his manager didn't remember Mrs. 
Brynner. When I asked to review their security camera footage, they looked
at me like I was speaking a foreign language."

"I noticed that the forms they use at the sheriff's office were all 
mimeographed. Before, I was just joking about us needing to get back to 
civilization, but this place is like a throwback to the 1950's."

"Well, from what I hear, they had pretty good food back then, so I'm willing 
to give the local cuisine a try."

"I'll try a hamburger, but I'm still not going to take a chance of drinking the 
local tap water. Canned or bottled beverages only."

"I'm with you. I only had to learn that lesson once. The only thing I 
remember about my time in Venezuela is the three days I spent on the 
toilet."

"Did you find out anything else?"

"The closest thing they have to a motel here is a boarding house. 
Apparently, Mrs. Brynner never stopped there."

"Boarding house?"

"Yeah. I booked a room for us."



"It sounds quaint."

"Mrs. Shumlin seems like a sweet old lady. Of course, I got the feeling that 
she might go after you with a baseball bat if you made too much noise 
after seven o'clock."

"I can't wait to meet her."

"So my investigation was a total washout. No one that I talked with 
remembered seeing or speaking with Andrea Brynner while she was here."

"Any idea of where to look next?"

"Have you guys had a chance to look at the menus?"

"Yeah. I'll have a burger."

"Me too."

"I'll have that for you in just a few minutes."

"Hold on, Harry. Before you go, do you know if a woman named Andrea 
Brynner might have stopped in here? It would have been a few months 
ago."

"I don't know if that was the woman's name, but Tracy was going on and on 
about a woman who stopped in here and said she was Ares Brynner's wife 
and that he took their kids and skipped town while she was in the hospital."

"Really?! Where is this Tracy? Can we talk to her?"

"It's her day off. I guess she's probably at home. If you want, I can call her 
and find out."

"Would you? We'd really like to ask her a few questions."

"Yeah. I'll put in your order, then I'll call her. She won't believe it when I tell
her that the Feds want to talk to her."

"Thanks, Harry."

"You told him that we're Federal agents?"



"He was able to guess from our suits. We don't exactly blend in here."

"I suppose not."

"It looks like we may have stumbled onto a significant lead."

"While our food is cooking, I need to check in. Do you want to check your 
email while I'm online?"

"Yeah. Just give me the password to your hotspot and I'll do it on my 
phone."

* * * * *

"Something's really not right here."

"What's that?"

"I've been instructed to travel back to DC to resume the Piet investigation."

"What? Just now?"

"Yes. Didn't you get the message?"

"I was looking at my personal email. I can't access my professional email on 
this phone. Security."

"Use the laptop."

"Yeah."

* * * * *

"So?"

"I've been instructed to continue the investigation into the disappearance 
of Andrea Brynner by myself."

"I can't just leave you here. You won't even have a car."

"I'll see what I can do about borrowing one from the local law 
enforcement."



"Something like that usually takes weeks of paperwork."

"True, but maybe if I just tell them who I am and ask nicely, they'll let me 
borrow one on a handshake. I think I'd like to give the good 'ole boy 
network a chance before I start filling out requisition requests."

"Well, it looks like it's your show. I'm going to eat my burger, then hit the 
road."

"I'll probably be working on this for a few more days before I've exhausted 
all the leads."

"Are you guys still doing alright? Your food should be out in just a minute."

"We're fine. Did you talk to Tracy?"

"Yeah. She'll probably be here before you've finished your meal."

"Thank you, Harry. You've been incredibly helpful."

"When I told Dad that we had FBI agents here, he said that he wanted to 
make something special for you. He said that the pie that he was baking 
should be out of the oven by then and he's just started a batch of ice cream
to go with it."

"I don't know if we'll have time..."

"What kind of pie?"

"Apple."

"Fresh baked apple pie and homemade ice cream? Count me in."

"Is that a real government computer?"

"I guess you could say that. With this we have a secure connection to the 
main office in Washington DC."

"Wow. That's like something out of a movie!"

"Don't the people around here have personal computers?"



"Sure. A few people do. But they can't do anything important with them. 
They're sure not connected to the FBI."

"Don't you have Internet?"

"I've heard that Doc Alvarez has it and I bet that one or two of the people 
on the town council probably do too."

"Food up!"

"That's Dad. I'll be right back."

* * * * *

"This is really delicious. In fact, I don't think I ever remember tasting a 
burger this good."

"This place and these people are really creeping me out."

"I think it's kind of nice. Like what America used to be."

"America was never really like this, except in people's nostalgic dreams. If 
you think about it, during that time period there were wars, political 
scandals and civil unrest as western society was beginning to evolve out of 
its industrial paradigm."

"Then how do you explain this?"

"I can't. Maybe your weirdo Sci Fi books might do a better job of it."

"I wasn't going to mention it, but I have read a few stories that started out 
this way."

"Watch yourself, Con. I'm not going to be here to remind you to keep your 
feet on the ground. Remember who and what you are."

"Don't worry. I'm here to do a job. Just as soon as I've located Mrs. Brynner 
or found out what happened to her, I'll be on my way back home."

* * * * *

"Guys, this is Tracy. She's a waitress here."



"It's nice to meet you Tracy. What is your last name?"

"Manson."

"Harry, I didn't get your full name. It would be good to have it for our 
report."

"Harrison Weaver."

"Thank you, Harry."

"Ms. Manson, I'm Agent Long and this is Agent Fastbeck. As I'm sure Harry 
told you, we're from the FBI. If you'd please have a seat, we'd like to ask 
you a few questions about your encounter with Andrea Brynner."

"Please call me Tracy. And I don't know if her name was Andrea. I don't 
think she ever told me. But I'll be happy to tell you anything I can."

"I suppose the best way to proceed is to start at the beginning. When did 
you first meet her?"

"She came in here for lunch. It was a slow day and I think she was the only 
one in here right then."

"So she ordered lunch. From what Harry said, she talked to you about her 
husband and kids. How did that happen?"

"She was looking for them. She brought up a picture of them on her phone 
and it was Ares Brynner."

"You know Ares?"

"Yeah. I knew him when he lived here before. I guess I'm one of the lucky 
ones because I lived to tell about it."

"Do you think Ares killed those people?"

"Honestly? No. I can't say that I knew Ares all that well, but I don't think he 
had it in him to kill anyone. But I think that those people died because of 
Ares Brynner. Even before Ares, I'd heard tell about strange things 
happening when someone got tangled up with a Brynner. No good ever 
come from it."



"We've gotten off track. The woman we're assuming was Andrea Brynner 
came into the diner and asked you if you'd seen her husband and sons. 
What did you tell her?"

"That was almost two months ago. I can't say for sure what I said word for 
word, but as I recall, I told her that I'd seen them here in Waxell just 
before Halloween last year."

"Is that all you told her?"

"No. I think I told her about the ghost stories that've been circulating 
around this town for as long as anyone can remember."

"What ghost stories?"

"I know it sounds silly in the light of day, but my grandmama used to tell us 
about a town hidden deep in the forest northwest of here where monsters 
live and fairy tales are true."

"Nice thing to tell a kid."

"It was her way of warning me. I'm not saying that there's monsters there, 
but there is danger. I don't know if she knew what it was, but she was 
protecting me by making me afraid of something that really was 
dangerous."

"What did you talk about after that?"

"I think Arn called out that her food was up and I got it for her. After that, I 
left her to eat."

"Arn?"

"Arnold Weaver, Harry's father. He owns this place."

"Did he speak with Mrs. Brynner?"

"No. He was in the kitchen the whole time. I'm the only one that talked to 
her."

"What's northwest of town?"



"A forest."

"Have you ever been there?"

"No. And you couldn't pay me enough to go there."

"Can you think of anything else about your encounter with Mrs. Brynner? No
matter how insignificant it may seem, it could turn out to be important."

"I really felt for her. Her husband left her while she was in the hospital and 
she was looking for her kids. It broke my heart."

"Thank you, Tracy. If you think of anything you can call me... wait. My 
phone doesn't work here. You can contact me at Mrs. Shumlin's boarding 
house."

"I'll let you know if I think of anything."

"Thank you. You've been very helpful."

"I warned her. I told her not to go after him. No good ever come from being
tangled up with a Brynner."

"Thank you, Tracy."

* * * * *

"Oh my God! This is the best pie crust that I've ever tasted in my life!"

"Focus, Conrad. You need to listen to me."

"Just try the pie crust and tell me that it isn't the absolute best that you've 
ever had."

"I want you to drop this investigation."

"What?"

"Just tell them that we arrived in Waxell and couldn't find any leads as to 
the whereabouts of Andrea Brynner. If anyone asks, I'll back you up."

"Why?"



"I've got a bad feeling about this, Con. I can handle drug lords and jihadists 
all day long, but I'm telling you, something like this is best left alone. Just 
walk away and take the hit on your performance record."

"Now who's the one being taken in by Sci Fi nonsense?"

"It's not funny. Some things are best left alone. This is one of them. Walk 
away."

"You should already know that I'm not going to do that. Remember the 'I' in 
FBI? That's what I'm here for. This is what I do. There's no way that I can 
walk away from something like this. Besides, it'll probably end up being like
we said on the way here, a murder-suicide thing."

"The funny thing is, for some reason I can see that being the best possible 
outcome for all of this."

"Eat your pie."

* * * * *

"This is it, the county sheriff's office. Watch out for a deputy named Kemp, 
he'll talk your ear off."

"I'll be on the lookout."

"Between the sat-phone and your laptop, there's no reason for you not to 
stay in contact with me."

"Expect to have messages waiting as soon as you're able to get reliable cell 
service again."

"I'll hold you to that."

"You'd better get going. I'll see you as soon as I have this all wrapped up."

"I'll hold you to that, too."

* * * * *

A knock on the door startled Conrad out of his research into the facts that 
he and Agent Long had been able to uncover thus far.



"Agent Fastbeck, you have a phone call. You can take it in the parlor." A 
woman's voice called through the door.

"Thank you, Mrs. Shumlin. I'll be right there."

He made sure to secure his laptop before hurrying out of the bedroom. All 
the while he puzzled over who could possibly be calling him via landline.

* * * * *

"Hello?" Conrad said cautiously.

"Agent Fastbeck?"

"Yes, that's right. Who is this?"

"This is Harry at the Waxell Diner. I'm sorry to bother you, but I thought it 
might be important."

"That's fine, Harry. What can I do for you?"

"There's a guy here asking us if we know anything about Andrea Brynner. 
He's wearing a really nice suit, but I don't think he's a federal agent. He's 
something else."

"Is he still there?"

"Yes. I took their order, then I went to the back to call you. I figure that if 
you come right over, they'll probably still be here."

"Thank you for calling me, Harry. I'll be right there."

"Do you want me to try to stall them or anything?"

"No. Just give them the same good service that you gave us."

"I answered their questions but I didn't tell them anything about you being
here. Was that right?"

"That's fine. You did exactly the right thing. I'll be there in a few minutes."

"Okay. Bye."



"Goodbye."

* * * * *

Agent Fastbeck drove his borrowed car to the Waxell Diner, still not quite 
used to the size of the enormous vehicle. Even so, he was just relieved that
it wasn't a 'black and white' patrol car.

When he stepped into the diner, there was no mistaking who Harry had 
been talking about. Sitting at a table, three away from the door, was a man
in a very nice suit and two teenage boys.

Conrad tried to look casual as he walked past them to the service counter 
and positioned himself so that he could watch the table out of the corner 
of his eye.

"Can I get you anything?" Harry asked quietly as he approached.

"Do you still have any of that pie and ice cream left?" Conrad asked 
hopefully.

"Sure. Do you want a Coke to go with it?" Harry asked immediately.

"I think I'd rather have some coffee."

"Is Sanka okay?"

"Sanka?"

"Yeah. We don't usually have coffee made at this time of day. After 
breakfast, just about everyone around here drinks Sanka. But if you really 
want coffee, I'll make you some. It just might take a few minutes for it to 
brew."

"You know what? On second thought, I think I'll stick with Coke."

"Okay. I'll be back in a minute."

* * * * *

"So, what are we going to do next?" One of the teenagers asked, drawing 
Conrad's attention.



"It looks like we've gotten what we came for in Waxell, so after we've 
finished our dinner, we'll travel northwest." The man said patiently 
between bites of his food.

"Wait. Did I miss something? Do you all of a sudden know where we're 
going?" The brown haired boy asked curiously.

"Not exactly, but I have an idea. Try thinking of it as an adventure." The 
man said with a smile.

"Wow! That sounds like something that's gonna suck!" The darker haired boy
declared.

The man smiled at the words, but didn't respond otherwise.

* * * * *

The man and two boys finished the last of their meal and left a few 
minutes later.

As soon as they were out of sight, Conrad dropped a twenty dollar bill on 
the counter and hurried to follow.

When he saw the trio crossing the street, walking toward a very nice car, 
he dashed around the side of the restaurant and got into the car that he 
had borrowed from the Sheriff's department.

He pulled onto the road just in time to see the gunmetal silver car pull 
away.

There was a certain art to pursuing someone without letting them know 
that they were being followed. Although Conrad might not be a master of 
the art, he was certainly competent.

* * * * *

As with the road into Waxell, Conrad was puzzled by the lack of crossroads.
Occasionally there were dirt roads off to one side or the other, but so far as
he could tell, no other actual paved road intersected the road he was 
driving on.



Conrad internally kicked himself for not pulling up a map of the area 
northwest of Waxell when he had the chance. Although he had his sat-
phone in his pocket, he wasn't really in much of a position to be looking at 
maps.

The light of the setting sun was a distraction as he fought to remain 
focused on the car in the distance ahead of him. It felt as though if he 
looked away, even for an instant, that the car would disappear.

Then it happened.

Between one moment and the next, the car just all of a sudden, wasn't 
there.

As Conrad pulled closer to where the car seemed to have vanished, he 
slowed significantly.

An orange and white fence was blocking the road ahead of him and beyond 
that was a wall of trees.

Knowing that he might be making a monumental mistake, Conrad inched 
forward, expecting to feel the impact as he ran into the fence.

Instead, it was as though he had driven under a blanket and as he 
continued to move, a whole new landscape revealed itself.

Before him was a huge open field with vehicles of every age and 
description in more or less orderly rows.

Agent Fastbeck guided his car to the end of one of the rows and stopped in 
the next available space.

He opened the door and as he stood, he heard a boy's voice calling, "We're 
over here!"

That snapped Conrad out of his shock and he looked around until he 
spotted the man and two boys beside their car about twenty feet away, in 
the next row.

"Where are we?" Conrad asked as he cautiously approached them.



"A parking lot." The man said simply.

"But what was that? There was a fence and trees and then... what 
happened?"

"You passed a test." The man responded with a smile.

"Wait. Back up. Before you start feeding me a lot of mystical BS, could you 
please explain what just happened? Because until I understand that, I'm 
going to have trouble accepting anything new."

"Fair enough." The man said with an easy smile, then he explained, "It was 
an illusion."

Conrad waited for a moment. When he was reasonably sure that more of an
answer was not going to be forthcoming, he cautiously asked, "That's it?"

"Unless you want to get into the nuts and bolts of how it works, yeah. 
That's it."

"Maybe later. Right now I have some bigger questions that I need to ask."

"I don't know what all your questions are, but I know enough to tell you 
that we don't have the same goals in being here. You're welcome to come 
with us while our goals match up, but we'll be going our own ways at some 
point, so we can each conduct our own business." The man said 
professionally.

"That actually sounds like a reasonable way to proceed. I'm Agent Fastbeck,
from the FBI, but I have a feeling that you already know that." Conrad said 
slowly.

"Yes. Let's just say that I knew that you'd be coming here before you did." 
The man said with a smile.

"So this is all a setup?" Conrad asked slowly.

"I don't know if I'd go that far." The man responded cautiously.



"We stopped in Waxell so this guy could accidently run into us and follow us
here. I think that's probably the definition of a setup." The dark haired boy 
said frankly.

The man smiled at Conrad helplessly as if to say 'kids!', but didn't dispute 
what the boy was saying.

"Since you already know who I am, who might you be?"

"Aloysius Darroch, but my friends and family call me 'D'."

"But who are you?" Conrad asked firmly.

"We need to start walking or we're going to lose the light. We can get to 
know each other along the way." D said to Conrad, then turned to the two 
teenagers and said, "Boys, gather your things. We need to be going."

"I didn't bring anything with me." Conrad said slowly, not so much as a 
complaint as a way to fish for more information.

"I'm sure our hosts will be willing to provide whatever you'll be needing." D 
said without concern as he opened the trunk of his car.

"Were you guys needing someone to show you the way into town?" A young 
man asked as he approached from the treeline.

"Yes. We were just getting our things together." D responded.

"I brought a lantern. It'll be dark before we get there." He said as he got 
nearer to the group.

"Thank you. We brought some flashlights, just in case they were needed." D
said as he took a messenger bag and a backpack out of the trunk.

"The lantern should be enough, unless you decide that you want to go off 
on your own adventure before we get to town." The young man finished 
with a chuckle.

"I think there's very little chance of that." D stated with a reasonable 
amount of certainty.



"I'm Rocky, by the way. If you guys are ready, we'll get going." The young 
man said pleasantly.

"It's nice to meet you, Rocky. I'm D and these are my sons, G and Paul. Our 
traveling companion is Conrad." D said professionally.

"It's nice to meet all of you. Mason sent me out here so that y'all wouldn't 
get lost on the way into town. If you stray from the path, there's no telling 
where you might end up." Rocky said as he started walking and motioned 
for the others to follow.

"None of us have ever been here before. Is there anything that we should 
be aware of before we get to town?" D asked cautiously and Conrad was 
surprised to realize that the strangely professional and in control man 
might be a little bit nervous.

"There's no weird 'rules' that I can think of, or anything like that. I guess it's
pretty much the same as anywhere else. But if you go around talking about 
how bad it is here and how much better things are on the outside, you 
probably aren't going to get along well. This is our home and even though 
it's not perfect, we're still proud of it." Rocky said seriously.

"Boys? Do you think you can manage that?" D asked his sons.

"Yeah. We're not going to talk trash about someone's home." Paul 
immediately responded.

* * * * *

Although Conrad had been promised answers, as they walked all he seemed
to be getting were more questions.

Unable to remain silent any longer, he turned to D and asked, "Where are 
we going?"

"Brynnhollow." D answered simply.

Conrad could honestly say that the one word answer had absolutely no 
meaning to him.



"Shouldn't we tell him about... you know, stuff, before we get there?" The 
dark haired boy, G, asked his father urgently.

"Agent Fastbeck needs to uncover things at his own pace and in his own 
time. He wouldn't believe anything we told him now and it might make it 
less likely that he would believe what he uncovers later." D patiently told 
his son, then turned to Agent Fastbeck and continued, "Sometimes it's 
better to be shown than told certain things."

"If there's anything that you can tell me now, I'd really appreciate it. I have 
no idea of where we are or what we're doing." Conrad said seriously.

D glanced in Conrad's direction for a long considering moment, then said, "I
don't have any personal knowledge about the whereabouts of Andrea 
Brynner except to say that I've heard that she is in Brynnhollow. The same 
people who got you assigned to her case contacted me to let me know that 
there was a potential threat to Brynnhollow's security."

"So, does that mean that Brynnhollow is some kind of a government 
project?"

"No. The original Brynnhollow Shire predates the United States government.
Of course, that village had to be relocated when they were discovered by 
the outside world. What I'm doing here is assessing the situation personally 
and deciding if we're going to have to relocate the populace of Brynnhollow
to a safer, more discrete location."

"If this isn't a government project, how did you know about me and my 
assignment?"

"Have you heard of the Illuminati?"

"You're kidding!"

D laughed at the reaction, then said, "Yes. I'm kidding. This isn't that. But I 
can't really tell you anything more except that there is what you would 
think of as a secret society working behind the scenes to ensure that the 
general public is never aware of certain truths."

"I don't see how Andrea Brynner figures into all of this."



"Her disappearance spawned your investigation, which has the potential to 
expose the existence of Brynnhollow. So far as I know, that's her only part 
in the whole scenario."

"Why did you set me up to go with you? If you hadn't stopped in Waxell, I 
doubt that I ever would have found this place."

"I have my reasons, but they probably won't make sense to you until after 
you've discovered a few things. If you'll ask me again later, I'll explain 
whatever you haven't already figured out on your own."

"Hold up a minute! It's getting too dark. I need to light the lantern." Rocky 
said from ahead of them.

"Boys, why don't you get out your flashlights? You remembered to bring 
them, didn't you?" D asked his sons as he took a flashlight out of the side 
pouch of his backpack.

"Yeah. You only told us, like, a dozen times." G answered grumpily.

"Actually, I forgot." Paul admitted shyly.

"We can share mine." G said as he turned his flashlight on.

With the lantern and flashlights lit, Rocky started leading the group deeper 
into the forest.

* * * * *

"This town that we're going to, am I to understand that they don't have any 
motorized vehicles there at all?" Conrad finally asked into the silence.

"It'd be better if you asked Rocky about that. Although I've known about this
place since I was G's age, I've never been here before, so I don't know a lot 
of the nitty-gritty details." D explained easily.

Before Conrad could ask, Rocky said, "We sometimes take vehicles into 
town to pick up or drop off shipments of things, but that's about it. People 
tend to walk to wherever they need to go. A few of them will ride a horse 
or a buggy, but that's usually only if they need to travel a great distance or 
if there's some sort of an emergency."



"Although the actual town of Brynnhollow is a rather small place, there are 
homesteads and family farms throughout these woods. From what I 
understand, all of them are collectively considered to be Brynnhollow." D 
explained.

"I was only told to take you into town. Do you know if you already have 
someplace to stay the night once we get there?" Rocky asked D curiously.

"Yes. I was in contact with Carn and he assured me that he'd arrange 
everything for us." D said pleasantly.

"Good. Because Brynnhollow doesn't have anything like a hotel or boarding 
house." Rocky said frankly.

"Being closed off from the outside world, why would it?" D asked with a 
smile.

* * * * *

Conrad was surprised when he realized that although they were walking 
through the forest in the dark, he didn't feel any real tension. He was 
traveling with others and they had a knowledgeable guide lighting their 
way.

It had occurred to him that all of what he was experiencing might be some 
kind of ruse to lead him to conclude that some sort of mystical premise, 
yet to be revealed, had merit. Yet, if they were going to do that, it would 
stand to reason that they would be working to convince him of something, 
even if it were only by staging a few jump scares or mysterious noises to 
create a sense of dread.

No one seemed the least bit afraid, although the teenagers seemed to be 
understandably excited by embarking on a new adventure. D was taking it 
all in stride and didn't appear to be the least bit bothered.

"Conrad, would you mind if I asked you a question?" D asked, breaking the 
silence between them.

"No. Go ahead."



"What are your long-term plans? Do you already have a career path in 
mind?"

"Just the same as anyone else, I suppose. I plan to stay with the bureau and
eventually I'll probably end up behind a desk, overseeing younger, less 
experienced agents in the field."

"That sounds like an admirable goal."

"What about you? What do you do?"

"There isn't a simple answer to that. I've been given responsibility for a 
great many things. I don't have what you would classify as a 'job' so much as
a varied group of 'interests' that I maintain and oversee."

"It sounds like you're the guy at the top. When they say 'the buck stops 
here', they're talking about you."

"In a sense, but in most cases, the buck will appear to stop with someone 
whom I advise from a discrete distance."

"That sounds mysterious."

"It's simply a matter of seeing that the right hand and the left hand are 
working together to achieve our goals, whether they're aware of it or not."

"Which explains what I'm doing here."

"As things unfold, it's sometimes necessary to correct the course of events 
to keep them moving in the preferred direction. That's what you're doing 
here."

"So, me being here isn't the culmination of some long-term plan that's been
years in the making?"

"No."

Conrad waited a moment, then finally said, "Getting an explanation out of 
you looks like it's going to be an uphill battle."

"Tell me about it." Paul lamented sympathetically.



"It's like trying to nail Jello to the wall." G added.

Conrad broke into an unwilling smile, appreciating that he wasn't alone in 
his frustration.

"All I'm asking is for you to conduct your investigation. Know that when 
you've reached your conclusions, that I will be available to verify your 
understanding and possibly answer a few of the more difficult questions for
you." D said carefully.

"But there's nothing more that you can tell me now." Conrad guessed.

"Nothing."

"So, what am I supposed to do when we get to Sleepy Hollow?"

"Brynnhollow."

"Right. What do I do when I get there?"

"When I talked to Carn, I asked that he make arrangements for places for us
to stay for the time that we're here. You were included in that request. I 
assume that since it's so late, that when we arrive we'll be taken to our 
lodgings for the night. What happens to you beyond that will be entirely 
out of my hands."

"I'm probably going to need to go back to Waxell tomorrow so that I can get
my things from the boarding house. I don't even have a change of clothes 
with me."

"Just be careful if you try to go back to the parking lot on your own. From 
what I've been told, this forest can be a little disorienting and you could 
end up wandering in circles for days."

"So you arranged for us to arrive at sundown so that I wouldn't be able to 
find my way back to my car."

"If it helps you to believe that, I don't see the harm."

"So you don't confirm or deny the allegation."



"As I see it, you don't have any reason to trust a single word that I say. 
You're here, traveling with us, due to a lack of better options. Anything I 
tell you is automatically suspect because it was me who said it."

"I suppose that's true."

"I don't mind that you're asking questions. In fact, that's really what you're 
here to do. I just feel that it's better if you find your answers and verify 
your understanding on your own terms."

"Okay, then maybe I should take a step back and verify some of what I 
already suspect."

"Ask your questions and I'll answer what I can."

"Is Mrs. Greymont working for you? Did you tell her to call for this 
investigation?"

"No. Her motives are strictly her own."

"I thought so. If she were play acting, I think she would have tried to 
display at least a pretense of humanity."

"Much of what followed was influenced by me, but her actions were 
entirely her own."

"Okay. Then what about the reports about Ares Brynner? Were those for real
or did you doctor them, giving us some more breadcrumbs to follow?"

"They were real, but we were aware of what they contained and what 
conclusions they might lead you to."

Conrad nodded, then asked, "What about in Waxell? Did you know that 
Andrea stopped at the Waxell Diner and talked to Tracy?"

"Yes. It was mentioned that both Ares and Andrea had stopped at the 
Waxell Diner. I have no idea what was said, but it sounded to me like both 
of their encounters might have been memorable enough that someone 
would be able to tell you about them having been there."



"So you gave us enough time to investigate, then stopped in at the Waxell 
Diner so that Harry would call me and we could accidentally meet?" Conrad 
asked, sounding fairly certain of it.

"Actually, I had assumed that the waitress who had spoken to Andrea would 
be working today. But basically, yes. We went there expecting you to be 
notified of our presence."

"And you arranged for Fred to be recalled to DC?"

"Once you had begun your investigation and initiated contact with your 
home office, the next step was to separate you."

"Why?"

D considered for a long moment before slowly answering, "You're getting 
into a subject that I can't discuss. But what I can tell you is that for things 
to work out, we need for you to investigate on your own terms and come to
your own conclusions. It is believed that you have everything you need to 
do this successfully. Your partner is of the mindset that he would likely 
impede your investigation or encourage you to discount valid evidence 
simply due to his own biases."

"It looks like you went to a lot of trouble to include me in whatever this is. 
You must be expecting for me to do something really important."

"Actually, at this point, it could go a lot of different ways. If one scenario 
plays out, your participation and point of view might be invaluable. If 
another plays out, your presence will be inconsequential. It's not so much a
case of it being essential for you to be here as it is that we might be 
grateful to have you here if things end up going a certain way."

"And if things don't end up going that way, my being here won't disrupt your
other plans."

"That's our hope. Yes."

"I can't believe this!" The brown haired boy, Paul, said suddenly.

"What's that?" D asked his son curiously.



"Somehow you guys made walking through a spooky forest at night... 
boring." Paul said frankly.

"Were you hoping to be frightened?" D asked Paul with a grin.

"Well, yeah! Look at where we are! Spooky forest, after dark, on our way to
Sleepy Hollow..."

"Brynnhollow."

"Whatever. When are we ever going to have a better chance to get a good 
case of the creeps?"

"I'm sorry if we disrupted your plans. We'll be quiet now. Go ahead. Be 
afraid."

"I can't." Paul groused. "I couldn't feel safer if I was at home in my own 
bed."

"Sorry." D said weakly, then asked, "Rocky? Do you know any good ghost 
stories about Brynnhollow?"

"It's said that the spirits of the dead of Brynnhollow don't move on to an 
afterlife, but remain here in the forest. Both in life and in death, the 
people of Brynnhollow are bound to protect the forest, just as it is bound 
to protect us." Rocky said seriously.

"So everyone who ever died here is still here, wandering in the forest?" G 
asked cautiously.

"That's what they say." Rocky answered simply.

"Did you ever see any ghosts in the forest?" Paul asked curiously.

"Me? No. I've heard of a few other people who did, but I don't have that 
gift." Rocky answered simply.

"What did the ghosts do? Did they try to hurt them or scare them?" G asked 
cautiously.

"No. These are the ghosts of our ancestors. They love us and our town... 
and our whole way of life. It's like they surround us with their love and 



concern, shielding us from what might cause us harm." Rocky said, 
somewhat distantly.

After a moment of walking in silence, Paul finally said, "That's not scary."

"It's kind of beautiful, if you think about it." G confirmed.

"Maybe we'll be able to find something to scare you when we reach Sleepy 
Hollow." D said to his son with an indulgent smile.

"Brynnhollow." G corrected.

"Whatever."

* * * * *

Conversation stopped as they emerged from the forest and into an 
immense cornfield.

G and Paul shared a look, but made no sound as they walked with the 
adults between the rows.

Once they were out of the cornfield, Rocky led them to what seemed to be 
an actual 'road'. It wasn't paved, of course, but it seemed as though it had 
been well traveled.

"Not far now. By cutting across the forest, we saved ourselves about an 
hour of walking." Rocky said happily.

"Do you mean that there was a 'road' that we could have followed?" Paul 
asked curiously.

"Yeah. Of course. How else do you think we could make deliveries or pick 
up stuff to sell on the outside?" Rocky responded.

"Why didn't we just drive here, then?" G asked reasonably.

"Most of the places that you'll want to be going don't have roads. There's 
really no parking or anything like that. It'd just be a big nuisance for 
everyone." Rocky said frankly.

"If you don't do cars, what about horses?" Paul asked curiously.



"Yeah. Just about everyone outside of Brynnhollow proper has a few horses.
Some use them for plowing and such, some use them for riding or pulling 
wagons of goods." Rocky said casually.

"On those roads that you don't have." G said slowly.

"Sometimes. If you have even ground from where you are to where you're 
going, you don't need a road." Rocky told him patiently.

"I think, by definition, that is a road." G challenged.

"We shouldn't be unnecessarily combative with our host." D reminded his 
son.

"Okay." G relented.

"It sounds like your son has a finely tuned 'crap detector'. Take it from 
someone who knows, that can be a very useful skill to have." Conrad told D 
with a smile.

"Yes. But another important skill is knowing when to keep one's mouth shut.
Once you've detected someone's bullshit, it's often better to let them dig 
their own grave than to call them out on it immediately." D said, directing 
his statement mostly toward the boys.

"I suppose that you're right about that." Conrad admitted, then turned to 
the boys and said, "But don't confuse being quiet with not being inquisitive.
Keep questioning and looking for inconsistencies. It can end up being one of
the most valuable tools in your toolbox."

"Good advice." D agreed.

"There's Brynnhollow." Rocky said as they came to the top of a rise.

"Why's it so dark?" Paul asked as he squinted to get a better view.

"It's not dark. I can see lights on all over the place." Rocky said with 
confusion at the question.

"But don't you have any street lights?" Paul asked curiously.



"We have them. But we only light them on special occasions, when we know
there's going to be a lot of people out and about." Rocky said seriously.

"Do you have electricity?" Paul reluctantly asked.

"We do here in town, although most people don't use it for much more than
lighting. Some people outside of town have generators, but from what I 
hear, most of them used them for a month or two, then decided that it 
wasn't worth the bother." Rocky said frankly.

"So you don't have internet?" Paul asked in horror.

"What? Oh, yeah. Mason told me about that. No. From what Mason said, 
we've got something close, but it's not exactly the same." Rocky said 
seriously.

"What's that?" Paul asked curiously.

"You call the electronic thing you have, 'the internet', so I guess you might 
call what we have 'the outernet'. Around here, we call it getting off your 
ass and talking to people, face-to-face." Rocky said with a grin, then 
continued, "You still get to share things with your friends, except with our 
way you get to look them in the eye when you do it."

Both boys were stunned as D and Conrad burst into laughter.

Rocky smiled with accomplishment at the boys' flustered states.

* * * * *

"Here we are. Do you know where you need to go?" Rocky asked D curiously.

"If you could direct me to Carn's house, that should be all we'll need." D 
said with a smile.

"Carn doesn't live here in town, but if you're supposed to meet with him, 
I'm betting that he'll be in his office. That's right over this way." Rocky said 
as he led them down the street.

* * * * *



When they stepped onto the wooden plank 'sidewalk' in front of one of the 
larger buildings, Rocky walked directly to the front door and opened it 
without knocking.

D and the boys followed Rocky inside with Conrad bringing up the rear.

"Carn? Are you here? I brought the guys you were expecting."

"You made good time." A fortyish looking man said as he walked out of one 
of the inner rooms.

"They got there before I did." Rocky quickly informed him.

"Oh? I hope you didn't have to wait for too long." Carn said with concern, 
looking mostly between D and Agent Fastbeck for their reactions.

"Not at all. We were just getting out of our cars when Rocky arrived." D 
assured him.

"Good. Welcome to Brynnhollow. My name is Carlton Brynnford, everyone 
calls me Carn. I'm one of the elders of the community. The others wanted 
to be here to meet you, but I asked them to wait until tomorrow to give 
you a chance to settle in. I hope that's alright." Carn finished with a look of 
concern.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Carn. I'm Aloysius Darroch, you may call me D 
if you like. These are my sons G and Paul. And of course this is Agent 
Fastbeck from the FBI." D said diplomatically.

"A pleasure to meet all of you." Carn said in a reasonably credible friendly 
voice, but Conrad could detect a hint of anxiety in his eyes.

"If it were just me, I'd probably prefer to meet with everyone tonight and 
get right down to business. But I'm sure that my companions will appreciate
the chance to get a good night of sleep before embarking on any new 
adventures." D finished with a smile.

"I hope that you're not too tired. Ares suggested that your sons might enjoy 
having a sleepover with his sons." Carn said with concern.

"Ares Brynner?" Conrad asked quickly.



"Yes. From what little Mr. Darroch... excuse me, D told me, I anticipated 
that you might welcome the opportunity to speak with Ares. If you have no 
objection, you'll be staying at his house tonight."

"Will Andrea be there?"

"Not that I know of, but you can ask Ares about that when he gets here."

"Before I forget to ask, what time should I be here to meet with the other 
elders tomorrow?" D asked carefully.

"Sometime in the morning, I suppose. We're not in the habit of scheduling 
things too tightly." Carn explained.

"Well, that's a little different from what I'm used to."

The sound of the door opening drew their attention, then a timid voice 
asked, "Are they here already?"

"They arrived just a few minutes ago. Come in, Ares." Carn said with a 
smile, that seemed to Conrad to be a little bit forced.

"Thank you." Ares said as he stepped fully into the room, then added, "I 
hope I didn't keep you waiting too long."

"Not at all. We were just discussing plans for tomorrow." D said pleasantly, 
then continued, "I'm D, these are my sons G and Paul, and this gentleman is
Agent Fastbeck from the FBI."

"Conrad." Agent Fastbeck quickly supplied.

"FBI?" Ares asked cautiously.

"Didn't I mention that when I spoke to you earlier?" Carn asked slowly.

"No. You didn't." Ares said to Carn, then turned to Agent Fastbeck and 
asked, "Are you here to arrest me?"

"Actually, I'm here looking for your wife. Do you happen to know where she 
is?"



"Not really. We've separated and she lives on her own now. From what I 
know of it, she tends to work at night, so there's no easy way to contact 
her at the moment. But if you like, I can take you over to her house in the 
morning. Most likely she'll be there."

"It looks like you'll have time to get some sleep before you have to get back
to work." D said to Conrad with a smile.

"It does look that way."

"Ares, did you leave your sons at home by themselves?" Carn asked 
curiously.

"No. Jim and Tan are there and I trust Jim to keep order in my absence. But
I should be getting back. I hate to imagine what they might get up to if 
they're left unsupervised for too long."

"If Carn doesn't have anything else for us, then I suppose we should be on 
our way." D said with a questioning glance at Carn.

"No. I just wanted to welcome you to town personally and see that you 
were satisfied with your accommodations. Have a good evening."

"You, too. I'll see you in the morning." D said pleasantly, then looked to 
Ares, indicating that he was ready to go.

* * * * *

As they stepped out the door, Ares stopped to pick up a lantern, which was 
lit with a low flame. After adjusting the flame higher, he started leading 
the way out of town, opposite the way that they had entered from.

"Mr. Brynner, would you mind if I asked you some questions?" Agent 
Fastbeck asked cautiously.

"Considering what questions I think you're going to ask me, I probably will 
mind a little bit. But go ahead and ask them anyway." Ares said reluctantly.

"What happened twenty years ago in Waxell?" Conrad asked in a voice that 
sounded to be more curiosity than official business.



"I moved to Waxell to start a new life..."

"From where?" Conrad interrupted.

"Here. I was born here in Brynnhollow."

"According to what I've been able to find, there's no official record of your 
existence before you went to Waxell."

"Very few people in Brynnhollow officially exist."

"Why is that?"

Ares looked to D for guidance.

"I brought Agent Fastbeck here so that he could uncover the truth." D said 
simply.

Ares looked at D anxiously for a moment before finally turning back to 
Conrad and saying, "The people of Brynnhollow have a condition which 
makes it difficult for us to live away from here."

"What condition?" Conrad asked carefully.

"There's no way that you're going to believe me if I tell you."

"Try me."

After another uncertain glance at D, Ares finally said, "We're cursed."

"Of course you are."

"See? I told you that you wouldn't believe it."

"Hold on. Give me a chance. You haven't really told me anything. What kind
of a curse are we talking about? Physical deformities? Mental deficiencies?"

"What are you trying to say about us?"

"No, no! I'm not suggesting anything like that. I can just easily imagine 
environmental factors that could cause such things and make a group of 
people feel that they had been cursed."



"If you're planning to show him, it might be best to get it out of the way 
before we reach your house." D quietly suggested.

"I don't really want to do it at all, but I suppose that it will be best if we do
it when the boys aren't around."

"Do what?"

"Would you hold this?" Ares asked as he offered the lantern to Paul.

"Sure." Paul said as he accepted it.

"Agent Conrad..." Ares began to say.

"Fastbeck."

"Right. Sorry. Agent Fastbeck, if you want the family history, I suggest that 
you talk to my grandfather. He knows a lot more about it than I do. What I 
can tell you is that for over a thousand years our bloodline has been 
cursed, causing the men to become all manner of transformed creatures."

"Transformed creatures?"

"In my case, I transform into a Karasu Tengu. That's a..."

"Human-crow hybrid." Conrad interrupted.

Ares looked at him with surprise, then cautiously said, "You're the first 
person other than Dark who already knew that."

"There's a reason Conrad was chosen to be here." D said with a smile.

"Well... good! I guess I'll just show you then." Ares said anxiously.

When no one objected, Ares let go of his human form and seemed to 
disappear into his clothing.

There was a long moment of silence as Conrad stared wide eyed at where 
Ares had been standing, then waited as a large raven worked its way out of
the clothes.

"Nice!" Paul said with a grand smile.



"He has good control." G said slowly.

"What just happened?" Conrad asked, then went silent again as he saw the 
raven begin to grow.

"You make that look easy." Paul said with wonder.

"Whoa! Nice half-form." G said with appreciation.

"Karasu Tengu." Conrad whispered in amazement as he looked at the black 
bird-man standing before him.

"As I was saying before, the men of Brynnhollow are each cursed with 
having an animal aspect that we are unable to fully control." Ares 
explained.

"How do you mean?"

"If I'm lucky, I can go a full day without transforming. But there have been a
few days when I've had to change three or four times. In the outside world,
I'd be in constant danger of revealing what I really am."

"What are you?"

"A cursed being."

"A curse, like from a witch?"

"Before you go any further, I think that we should probably define some 
terms." D interrupted.

"Good idea. While you're doing that, I'm going to change." Ares said as he 
reached down to gather his clothes.

Right before Conrad's disbelieving eyes, Ares transformed back to his 
human form.

"A witch..." D said to draw Conrad's attention away from the naked man 
that he was staring at.

"Yes?" Conrad said as he looked at D.



"In conventional thinking, a witch is a regular person, usually a woman, 
who has acquired magical powers either through a contract with the devil 
or with the aid of mystical ancient tomes of forbidden knowledge." D said 
instructively.

"Yeah." Conrad absently agreed as he glanced at Ares, who was still in the 
process of dressing himself.

"When we talk about witches, we're referring to a species of people with 
inherited abilities that are different than those of average, mundane men."
D said carefully.

"Wait. What?"

"A couple thousand years ago, there were several tribes. Some of them died
out, but a few of them still survive today."

"So, you're saying that Ares isn't human?"

"I suppose that depends on how you define human. I prefer to believe that 
we're all different varieties of humanity. But if you're asking if Ares is the 
same species as you are, I'd guess that the answer is 'no'."

"Hold on. Are you saying that Ares is a witch?" Conrad asked weakly, 
sounding like he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

"No. He's saying that I'm a member of the Brynn bloodline that was cursed 
by a witch over a thousand years ago." Ares said as he officially rejoined 
the group.

"That's not entirely true." D gently corrected.

"What do you mean?" Ares asked cautiously.

"The curse was bestowed by a witch. You're right about that part. But for a 
curse to work long term, it needs something to fuel it. A curse on a 
mundane person will usually last for a standard lifetime at most... or kill 
them. A curse placed on a witch can be fueled by their innate magic and 
last for countless generations." D said seriously.



"So Ares is a witch, who was cursed by a witch?" Paul asked slowly, trying to
verify his understanding.

"Given the evidence at hand, I'd say that that's a reasonable conclusion. I 
don't know enough of the particulars to say for certain." D somewhat 
confirmed.

"If Ares is a witch, does that mean that he can do magic?" Conrad asked 
curiously.

"Let's keep moving. We'll talk along the way." Ares said as he held out his 
hand to Paul, offering to carry the lantern again.

"Good idea." D said to Ares, then he turned to Conrad and continued, "As 
far as Ares doing magic, I'd say that it's possible but it's also possible that 
the terms of the curse might prevent him from accessing his full magical 
abilities... except for his ability to transform. That seems to be tied into 
the curse."

"I've never been able to do magic, but I know people who can. Even though 
I've never thought of myself as a 'witch', what you said makes sense. I think 
you may be right." Ares said frankly.

* * * * *

After a few minutes of walking, Conrad slowly asked, "So, what you're 
telling me is that Brynnhollow is a community of witches that is kept 
hidden from the outside world?"

"Cursed witches, but yes. That's essentially true." D confirmed.

"Are there other witches outside of Brynnhollow?"

"Yes."

"Are they in other secret communities like this one?"

"I know of at least one other secret community, but the majority of witches
live amongst the general public, leading fairly normal lives."



"Wouldn't they be in constant danger of being discovered?" Ares asked 
cautiously.

"An uncursed witch has full access to their powers and can choose to go 
through their entire life without ever using any magic at all." D answered 
simply.

"How many are there?" Conrad asked slowly.

"Who's to say? I know about some of the different witch communities, all 
around the world, but since it's necessary for us to hide ourselves, I think it
would be impossible for us to take a census."

"Us? Are you a witch too?"

"Yes. But I don't have the gift of animal transformation like Ares does. My 
abilities are somewhat different."

"Different witches have different specialties. Some of us can do the same 
things, but mostly we each have our own gifts." Paul interjected.

"You're a witch too?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Yeah. Well, half. That's kind of a long story." Paul said uncomfortably.

"Which we'll save for some other time." D said in no uncertain terms.

Paul immediately nodded his agreement.

"Do you want to see some more magic? I can change, too!" G asked from 
Paul's side.

"Let's do that later. I think Agent Fastbeck has enough to digest before he'll 
be ready for more." D said with a smile at his son.

"Plus, if you change, you'll probably give him nightmares." Paul said 
teasingly.

"Look who's talking." G said with a grin.

"When we get to my house, you guys might want to let the boys there know
that you already know that they can transform. I told them that I'd be 



bringing outsiders home, so they're going to try to keep their abilities 
hidden from you." Ares told the boys as they continued to walk.

"Can they just transform, or can they do other magic, too?" Paul asked 
curiously.

"Jim can conjure fire, but I think that's the only magical ability that any of 
them have demonstrated." Ares said as he cast his mind back to recall any 
indication that his sons might be able to do magic.

"I can do fire. I'll have to compare spells with him." Paul said happily.

"As far as I know, he doesn't use a spell, he just sort of wants it and it 
happens." Ares said slowly, then added, "In fact, when he's excited, he 
sometimes gets it even when he doesn't really want it."

"Certain magics can be hardwired, sort of like survival instincts. Paul's 
ability is something like that. When he gets angry or afraid, he has access 
to his ability without using a formal spell." D said thoughtfully.

"Formal spell? So you do magic from spellbooks, just like in the stories?" 
Conrad asked curiously.

"It depends on the witch and the magic being used. Certain magics don't 
lend themselves well to memorization. Something about the magic requires
that the spells be written down and read aloud. Other spells can be 
memorized and you may not even have to speak the words." D said 
instructively.

"Here!" Paul said as he walked up beside Conrad and held out his hand, 
palm up.

As Conrad watched, a small ball of flame suddenly came into being.

"Be careful with that. Remember where we are." D warned.

"I was just showing Agent Fastbeck an example of what you were saying." 
Paul said as he closed his hand and extinguished the flame.



"Still, we're guests here. Burning down their home would not be a proper 
way of expressing our gratitude for their hospitality." D said with a look 
askance at Paul.

"Got it." Paul said as he let his steps lag so that he could fall in beside G.

"So, besides changing into animals and creating fire, what else can witches 
do?" Conrad asked carefully, directing his question mostly toward D.

"Just about what you'd expect from the stories that you've heard. Although,
as G was saying, not every witch is capable of casting every spell. We all 
have our specialties where our magic is stronger and other specialties 
where we have no talent at all." D said frankly.

"But what about flying on brooms..." Conrad began to ask when he was 
interrupted by Paul and G's raucous laughter.

"Boys! Behave!" D gently scolded.

"What did I say?" Conrad asked slowly, somehow realizing that he was the 
butt of some joke that he wasn't aware of.

"That's sort of an in-joke with witches. The whole flying on brooms thing 
allegedly came about when a group of so-called 'witches' used some type of
hallucinogenic salve in concert with broom handles as... well, sexual aids. 
The resulting 'flight' apparently was the stuff of legends, but likely not 
magical in any way." D said uncomfortably.

Conrad glanced behind them to see the boys valiantly trying not to laugh 
aloud, not only at the story, but also at D's uncomfortable telling of it.

"So you can't fly?" Conrad finally asked.

"Me personally? No. There are others who can, whether by means of an 
animal transformation or by levitation. Alternatively, some can travel short 
distances with teleportation." D said seriously.

"I can fly." Ares said from slightly ahead of them.

"Of course. In your bird form I can see how that could work." Conrad said 
honestly.



"Just because something makes logical sense in the mundane world, doesn't
necessarily mean that the same will follow when magic is involved." D said 
frankly.

"For example?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Since we were talking about flying, I can think of a circumstance where 
the height, weight and wingspan of a transformed creature would 
seemingly make it impossible for the creature to be able to fly. But with 
the aid of magic, it still does." D said seriously.

"Magic... I think that's the most difficult part of all of this for me to accept.
Although I can see the results of it when you demonstrate it for me, I can't 
help but think that there must be some kind of scientific explanation." 
Conrad said thoughtfully.

"There very well may be, but so far as I know, no one has been able to 
explain it yet." D said simply.

"So, you mentioned other... 'tribes'. Are there more besides regular... 
people and witches?" Conrad asked slowly.

"Yes. Although I can't really tell you much about them. Witches are 
especially lucky because we're physically the same as mundane humans. At 
least, you can't tell us apart by sight. The others have to remain hidden at 
all times. I don't really have any contact with or first-hand information 
about other tribes. I only know that they exist... or have existed. I suppose 
that if you're really interested in where and what they are, you might do 
some research in the supermarket tabloids." D finished with a shrug.

They walked for a moment in silence, before Conrad finally said, "I'm 
having less trouble accepting that than I probably should."

D smiled at the comment, then said, "One of the reasons that you were 
chosen to come here is your willingness to at least entertain non-standard 
notions."

"We're almost there. Before we go in I should tell you that including your 
boys, we're going to have six teenagers staying here tonight. If you think 
that's going to be too much, I can take one or both of you over to my 



grandfather's house. I'm sure that he would appreciate the company and 
that it will be much quieter there." Ares said cautiously.

"It shouldn't be any problem for me." D said easily.

"Are you sure that you'll have enough room for all of us?" Conrad asked 
hesitantly.

"That's no problem. The boys are going to camp out in the living room. That
will leave their bedrooms free for the two of you. I just wanted to ask 
because with six boys, it might get a little bit loud." Ares said frankly.

"I think that I'll be okay." Conrad assured him.

"Good. Because we're here." Ares said with a smile as he gestured toward 
the log cabin coming into view ahead of them.

* * * * *

A small, oddly shaped striped dog with a long tail ran up to the group as 
they approached and ran around them excitedly.

"Cain, go let the others know that we're here." Ares said with a smile.

The dog yipped once, then dashed away, back toward the house.

"What was that?" Conrad asked curiously.

"My son, Cain." Ares said simply.

"I thought your sons were named Christopher and David." Conrad said 
slowly.

"They were. Now they're Cain and Deimos." Ares said simply.

"Why did they change their names?" Conrad asked curiously.

"Ask them about it sometime. I'm sure they'll be happy to tell you all about 
it." Ares said with a smile.

* * * * *



As the group approached the door to the cabin, four boys piled out to greet
them.

"Boys, I'd like for you to meet D, his sons, G and Paul and Agent Fastbeck 
from the FBI." Ares told the group.

"FBI?" The oldest of the boys asked anxiously.

"Don't worry, Jim. He was invited." Ares assured him.

"We've told Agent Fastbeck about witches and he's seen a transformation, 
so you don't have to hide anything from him." D told the boys seriously.

"Except within the constraints of polite society." Ares added.

"He means that you shouldn't let your junk hang out." Deimos translated for
his companions.

"Yes. That's what I mean." Ares said with amusement, then turned to his 
guests and said, "I'm sure that you must be hungry after your long journey. 
If you want to go into the living room, I'll fix us something to eat."

"Nachos?!" One of the twins asked hopefully.

"I'll see if I have what I need in store." Ares chuckled.

"Where can I put this?" D asked as he held up his messenger bag.

"Deimos, D is going to be using your room while he's staying with us. Would 
you show him the way?" Ares asked hopefully.

"Yeah! Come on! It's right back here." Deimos said happily.

"I guess you're going to stay in my room, Agent Fastbeck. I'll show you 
where it is." Cain immediately volunteered.

"Conrad, this is my son, Cain." Ares said as Cain tried to get Agent Fastbeck 
to follow him.

Conrad was more than a little overwhelmed and followed along willingly as 
Cain led the way toward the back of the house.



* * * * *

After a moment to familiarize himself with the bedroom and a stop at the 
bathroom, Conrad walked back into the living room in time to hear Ares 
say, "Boys! I have everything laid out for you. Go into the kitchen and make
your nachos."

The six boys filed past Conrad on their way to the kitchen with grand smiles
of anticipation.

"How are you doing, Conrad?" D asked into the suddenly quiet living room.

"Honestly? It's kind of a lot to take in."

"I can understand that. But tell me, how much of this would you have 
believed if I had told you in the outside world?"

"Not a single word of it."

"And what if I'd given you some sort of an amazing demonstration to prove 
that what I was telling you was true?"

"I'd think that it was some kind of a trick... a part of me still believes that 
it is."

"That's natural, I suppose." D said casually, then thoughtfully added, "If you 
were someone who would blindly accept whatever he was told, you'd be of 
no use to me. The fact that you're skeptical and curious is part of why 
you're here."

"I have the feeling that you're not going to tell me the rest of the reason." 
Conrad said with a smile.

"Not yet." D confirmed. "Once you've had a chance to talk with Ares and 
Andrea and resolve all of that, we'll talk again and I'll fill in the blanks as 
much as I can."

"I feel like I should be doing something more right now."



"As far as I can see, there's nothing more that you can do at the moment. 
But maybe taking some time to get to know Ares and his sons will give you 
some unexpected insights into the case."

"Maybe." Conrad conceded, then stood as he said, "But I need to check in 
with the bureau and my partner. I probably should have done that before 
now."

"You won't be able to." D said simply.

"It's okay. I have a sat-phone." Conrad assured him as he held it up as 
evidence.

"That won't work here. There's a magical barrier that protects this place 
from satellite surveillance and disrupts any type of satellite 
communication." D said frankly.

"So you can use magic to disrupt technology?" Conrad asked curiously as he 
tried to get his phone to establish contact.

"Me, personally? No. But I have some acquaintances who call themselves 
'techno-mages' who have developed a working knowledge of magic as it 
relates to electronics. Honestly, I don't know how all of that works, I just 
trust that it does."

"And you asked these 'techno-mages' to protect Brynnhollow?" Conrad 
speculated as he looked at his phone, still finding no connection.

"Not me. One of the 'keepers' before me did that. I inherited what they had
already done."

"'Keepers'?" Conrad asked as he reset the phone and tried again.

"It's just like it sounds. We're entrusted with protecting places like 
Brynnhollow as well as making sure that the mundane population doesn't 
find proof of our existence."

"It sounds like a big job." Conrad said as he noticed that his phone once 
again couldn't connect.



"It is. But fortunately we have a support network in place that oversees 
most of it without my intervention. It's only when something outside of the 
norm happens that I have to step in and sort things out personally."

"Like the disappearance of Andrea Brynner?" Conrad asked as he turned off 
his phone and put it back into his pocket.

"That, in itself, wouldn't warrant my involvement. But there are other 
things in motion and, unless I miss my guess, I should be here to see how 
they play out."

"And me being here is one of your contingency plans." Conrad guessed.

"Yes."

"And what happens if I decide not to go along with whatever you have 
planned for me?"

"We'll face that when the time comes. But I have a feeling that once you 
understand the stakes and the forces at play, that you'll make the right 
decision."

* * * * *

"The food is heating in the oven. I didn't think that you'd be interested in 
having nachos." Ares said as he walked into the living room.

"Thank you." D said with a grateful smile.

Conrad nodded his agreement as well as his thanks.

"So, Agent Fastbeck, do you have any questions for me that I might be able 
to answer while dinner's heating?" Ares asked curiously.

"There is one inconsistency that I wanted to ask you about. You said that 
the people from Brynnhollow can't live away from here due to the 
likelihood that they might be discovered. But by all indications, you lived 
away from here for nearly twenty years."

"For some reason, my curse didn't become active when I reached puberty. I 
lived a relatively normal life until my sons turned twelve years old, then all



our curses became active. That's also when Andrea fell ill. That's how the 
curse affects women who marry men from Brynnhollow."

"So, does that have something to do with why you abandoned her the way 
that you did?"

"I brought the boys here, so that they could learn to deal with the curse in 
a safe place. Then, after getting something to help Andrea with her illness,
I went back to give it to her. But one of the conditions of the cure was that 
if she ever saw me or the boys again, she would die."

"You left her so that she could continue to live?"

"Yes. Like the old saying goes, sometimes when you love someone, you have
to let them go."

"But she came back to you."

"She found me. There's a difference."

"You mentioned before that you had separated. I'm sorry that things didn't 
work out for you."

"There's no reason for you to be sorry. I'm not. Over the course of the past 
year, we've both moved on with our lives. I think that both of us cherish 
what we had and remember it fondly, but if we tried to resurrect 
something that's obviously over, all we'd accomplish is corrupting the 
memory of what we once had."

"If you both accept that it's over, then what is Andrea still doing here?" 
Conrad asked curiously.

"Maybe she's staying for the boys." Ares said uncertainly, then continued, 
"You'd really have to ask her about that."

"I'll be sure to."

"Can we go outside?" Cain asked as he rushed into the living room.

"There's no way you could have eaten your nachos that quickly." Ares said 
slowly.



"It wasn't that much. But they were good. Thanks." Cain said in a rush, then
asked again, "Can we go outside?"

"What do you think that you'll be doing outside?"

"We wanna show Paul and G our transformations! You've always said that 
since we live so far away from anyone else that we can."

"Stay close to the house. And tell Jim to be careful of his fire."

"Paul said that he's going to show Jim some fire tricks. But we'll be careful. 
I promise."

"Okay. But be sure to clean up your dishes before you go."

"The guys are doing that right now." Cain said with accomplishment, then 
thought to add, "And it smells like what you're cooking in the oven is almost
ready."

"Thank you, Cain. We'll probably be out to join you once we've eaten." Ares 
said with a smile at his son.

"Maybe we can get Uncle Dark to come over too! I bet Paul and G would 
like to see his transformation."

"No. He's very busy right now. He has to prepare for the Samhain 
celebration on Monday."

"Okay. Thanks again." Cain said before dashing back into the kitchen.

A long moment of silence fell over the living room before Ares finally said, 
"It's not too late, if either of you wants to stay at my grandfather's house 
tonight."

"I think it's nice to see the boys so happy and energetic. Mine are usually 
more restrained." D said frankly.

Ares nodded his acceptance, then looked at Conrad inquisitively.

"I'm having trouble believing a lot of what I've seen since I've been here. I 
think being here with your family might be the best way to resolve that."



"You had your chance." Ares said with a smile, then got up from his chair 
and walked to the kitchen.

* * * * *

As they sat down to the late dinner that Ares had prepared, both D and 
Agent Fastbeck appreciated the food, as well as the peace and quiet that 
went along with it.

"I noticed that you don't have electricity. Is that a choice that you made or 
is it just not possible here?" Agent Fastbeck asked curiously.

"If electricity were available to us like it is in the outside world, I'd 
probably have it. But I grew up this way, so using gas, wood and kerosene is
just natural for me. If anyone is aggrieved by the situation, it would be my 
sons."

"They don't appear to be suffering too badly."

"Honestly, they're so much more physically active and social that it's hard to
recognize them as being the same kids. They weren't noticeably antisocial 
or sedentary before, but the difference is like day and night."

"From what little I've seen of them, I think that your sons are likely to be a 
good influence on mine. G especially, likes to vegetate in front of the 
television and binge watch anime. Paul seems accustomed to standing 
apart from things until he's forced to react. He's not one to take the 
initiative, even though he's probably the emotionally stronger of the two."

"Well, maybe helping Jim learn to use and control his fire will help to ease 
Paul out of his shell a little bit." Ares said speculatively.

"Perhaps. I've been concerned about him, but felt that it was best to allow 
him to work things out on his own."

"That's probably the best thing we can do for our children. If we're always 
interfering in their lives, they'll never learn to deal with the world. They'll 
always be expecting us to step in and bail them out."



"It may be the best thing, but it can also be the hardest thing. I don't want 
to see them get hurt."

"We do our best, but if we keep them wrapped in cotton wool, we're doing 
them no favors."

"Dad! Dad! You gotta come see! Paul's transformation is the coolest thing 
EVER!" Cain called breathlessly as he ran into the dining room.

Conrad's eyes went wide at the sight of the boy who seemed to be half 
human and half dog... and half tiger, in an odd sort of way.

Before anyone could respond or react, Cain was off like a shot, back out 
the door.

Ares looked around the table before asking, "Gentlemen? Would you be 
interested in going to see what has Cain so excited?"

"I know that Paul occasionally transforms at school, as part of his studies, 
but I haven't seen him do it since last Halloween. I think I'd like to see it 
again." D said as he stood.

"I have to admit that I'm intrigued." Ares admitted, then looked to Agent 
Fastbeck and asked, "Are you interested?"

"Are you kidding? I'm blown away by the dog-cat-boy thing that just ran in 
here. There's no way I'm going to miss out on whatever excited him."

Ares and D shared a smile at his reaction as the adults walked as a group 
out of the dining room.

* * * * *

"I thought you could only transform into animals." Conrad whispered as he 
stared wide eyed at the nearly seven foot tall horned demonic being 
standing before him.

"Just do me a favor and don't judge a book by its cover, okay? I'm not going 
to try and hurt you or steal your soul or anything." Paul said in a 
surprisingly deep voice.



"Whatever you say." Conrad said distantly as he continued to stare.

"That's really amazing. I don't think anyone in Brynnhollow can do a 
transformation like that." Ares said appreciatively.

"I think that all of your magical styles and transformative abilities are 
relatively the same because the people of Brynnhollow have been isolated 
for so many generations and are all derived from the same genetic stock." 
D said speculatively.

"G says that in their school, they get to learn about magic and the history 
of witches and all kinds of stuff that regular people never get to learn 
about." A small boy said frankly.

Conrad was able to pry his gaze away from Paul to look at the boy and was 
surprised to see that he had small horns on his forehead and seemed to 
have goat legs.

"D and Conrad, I don't think you were introduced to Tannis, he's Jim's 
younger brother." Ares said as he indicated the young faun.

"What G told you is true. There are enough witches in our community that 
we were able to make a school specifically suited to their needs." D said 
with a smile.

"I wish we had something like that here." Tannis said sincerely.

"Since you don't have any outsiders here, you should be able to teach 
whatever you like in your public schools." D said frankly.

"We don't have public schools. The different family compounds around the 
area each see to the education of their children in their own ways. Travel 
alone would make having one central school location a nearly impossible 
burden for the parents." Ares explained.

"Perhaps I could arrange for a teacher or a small group of them to travel in 
a circuit, teaching at different locations each day. I can imagine that it 
would be the sort of experience that might be invigorating, for new 
teachers especially, and allow the children to be given up-to-date 
knowledge." D said thoughtfully.



"But don't you have to keep this place a secret?" Conrad asked curiously.

"We're witches. We have secrets that we have to keep every day of our 
lives." D said frankly.

Conrad stared wide eyed at the young centaur that approached them.

"Look at what Paul showed me how to do!" Jim said happily.

Conrad watched as Jim made a complicated hand gesture... and nothing 
happened.

"Say the words aloud if you can't project them clearly in your mind." Paul 
said instructively.

"Yeah. I can do it, it's just harder when someone's watching." Jim said, then
stopped and took in a long slow breath.

Conrad continued to watch, not wanting to do anything to disrupt the 
excited boy's minuscule thread of concentration.

Jim once again did the hand gestures. This time the action resulted in a 
perfectly formed ball of fire resting in the palm of his hand.

"You ready?" Jim asked Paul happily.

"Go ahead." Paul said as he took a few steps back and Conrad noticed his 
hooves.

Jim hurled the fireball at Paul, who caught it easily with one hand.

Paul tossed the fireball back to Jim and a game of 'catch' ensued.

Conrad watched silently as the centaur and the 'demon' tossed the fireball 
back and forth between them.

"Agent Conrad..." G began to say.

"Fastbeck." Conrad corrected automatically.

"Right. Is all of this too much for you, or do you think that you can handle a
little more?" G asked curiously.



"I can't honestly tell you right now. I'm a little bit overwhelmed." Conrad 
said frankly.

"Let me know when you're whelmed again, because I've got something 
really great to show you." G said excitedly.

"I think I'll be alright. Go ahead." Conrad assured him.

"Demi?" G called out.

"I'm ready." One of Ares son's said. He appeared to be dressed only in a 
loincloth.

As Agent Fastbeck watched, Deimos began to transform and became some 
sort of a humanoid-reptilian monster.

"I think everyone's changed, so it's time for me to do my thing." G said 
happily.

Conrad watched G carefully and saw the transformation sweep over him. 
The average, sweet-looking boy that had been standing before him was 
suddenly replaced by a smirking demented-looking clown.

G raised his hands in a lifting gesture, then Conrad noticed that all around 
them, things seemed to be shifting to a new reality. The ground became 
polished stone, walls suddenly appeared and within a few seconds they 
were in a monstrous meeting hall complete with pillars and statues.

"G's gift is illusion." D said from Conrad's side, startling him.

"So none of this is real?" Conrad asked disbelievingly.

"No. It's a magical construct from G's imagination." D said seriously, then 
pointed at one of the pillars and continued, "Do you see how detailed the 
ivy is, growing up the pillar? That's what G's learning now, how to embed 
high levels of detail into his illusions."

The game of catch had stopped and everyone seemed to be just as much in
awe of G's illusion as Conrad was.



"The fire is warm." Cain said as he stood before one of many fire pits 
around the room.

"Only because you expect it to be." G said frankly as he looked over his 
handiwork.

Conrad thought for a moment, then asked D, "Is this like the illusion back 
at the parking lot?"

"I assume that it is." D said simply, then explained, "It's hoped that when G 
gets older and more powerful in his magic, that he'll be able to make 
illusions that will be permanent. It appears that someone with that ability 
made the illusion at the parking lot and probably tied it into the protection
spell that's on the entire Brynnhollow forest.

"Dad, is it okay if I fly for a little bit? I know that I can't carry anyone as big
as G or Paul, but I still want to show them." Deimos asked Ares hopefully.

"I think that you'll have to wait for the illusion to end, or no one will be 
able to see you." Ares said simply.

G made a dramatic gesture, lowering his hands, and the entire illusion that 
he had created dissolved into nothingness.

Conrad looked around to verify what he was seeing when a movement in 
the grass drew his attention.

It took a moment for it to register in the dim lantern light, but as soon as 
he understood what he was seeing, he called out, "Snake!"

Agent Fastbeck had his gun in his hand faster than he would have thought 
possible, his years of training overriding his conscious thought.

"He's a friend!" Ares hurried to explain.

"Put that away." D said in a scolding tone.

Conrad kept his gun drawn and trained on the enormous pale snake as it 
approached Ares, then began to transform.



It wasn't so much that he lowered the gun as his arms went slack when he 
saw the upper portion of the snake take human form.

"Uncle Dark!" Cain said happily.

"What are you doing here? I thought that you expected to be busy today." 
Ares asked curiously, then pulled the snake-man into his arms and gave him
a full, deep kiss.

There was a long moment of silence, but when the pair separated, Dark 
finally answered, "Actually, I was even busier than I expected. That's why 
I'm here. I was hoping that I might be able to borrow one or both of your 
sons tomorrow. My stock is nearly depleted and I'm going to need someone 
to mind the counter while I make more."

"I had been planning on the boys helping my grandfather but..." Ares trailed
off, then looked to D and asked, "Do you think your boys would mind 
helping us out for the next few days?"

"I don't know. You might ask them." D said frankly.

"Boys! Come over here. We have some business to discuss." Ares called out.

Conrad was once again amazed by the sight of the boys. The demon, 
centaur, dragon, faun, dog-cat-boy thing and the clown gathered around to 
see what Ares had to say.

"Dark is going to need some help at the mask shop tomorrow, but I already 
promised that someone would help your Grandpa Lowell." Ares said 
seriously.

"Dad said that we could come over here tonight as long as we promised to 
help him tomorrow." Jim said regretfully.

"Is it okay if we help?" Paul asked his father cautiously.

"That's up to you. I had been planning on you tagging along with me, but 
this sounds like it might end up being more interesting." D said honestly.

"How does this sound?" Ares asked, drawing all attention back to him. "Cain 
knows the way, he can take G over to my grandfather's house first thing in 



the morning so that they can help him load up and go into Brynnhollow. 
Paul and Deimos can go to Dark's shop and help customers while Dark 
focuses on making more masks."

"Before you say yes, Grandpa Lowell thinks that the sun is a lazy slob for 
waiting until sunrise to wake up. We'll have to be there really early." Cain 
warned.

"I think I can handle it." G said with his exaggerated 'clown' smirk 
reinforcing his amusement.

"What about you guys?" Ares asked, directing his question toward Deimos 
and Paul.

"Yeah. Sounds like fun." Paul said easily.

"Good. I think the plan is for us to walk into town so that D can attend a 
meeting, then Agent Conrad and I are going to go to Andrea's house."

"Agent Fastbeck." Conrad quietly corrected.

"Agent?" Dark asked curiously.

"FBI." Ares confirmed.

"It's okay, Uncle Dark. We invited him. He's supposed to be here." Cain said 
reassuringly.

Dark looked anxiously at Agent Fastbeck, then unwillingly down at the gun 
which was still clutched in his hand.

"Dark, would you have time for a drink before you have to head back? I'm 
guessing that you're going to be up most of the night making more masks." 
Ares asked pleasantly.

"I haven't had a chance to stop and breathe since this morning. A drink 
sounds wonderful." Dark said gratefully.

"Then let's head inside." Ares said with a smile.

"Can we stay out a little while longer?" Deimos asked hopefully.



"Half an hour." Ares said firmly, then looked toward Paul and Jim and 
continued, "Be careful of the fire."

"We will." Paul promised.

Ares nodded, then led the adults toward the house.

* * * * *

"I'll be back in just a minute." Dark said as he slithered into the living room.

"I'll get your drink while you're changing." Ares told him, then asked his 
other guests, "Would anyone else like a drink?"

"I don't usually, but after..." Conrad trailed off.

"You've earned it." Ares chuckled, then asked, "D?"

"No. Thank you." D quietly responded.

Ares nodded that he had heard, then hurried out of the room.

* * * * *

When Dark walked into the living room, Conrad was surprised to see that 
he looked like a perfectly normal human.

"I won't be able to stay long. I have a ton of work needing to be done." Dark
said as he took a seat.

"With as casual and easygoing as everyone seems to be here, I didn't expect
to see someone who was rushed." D said honestly.

"I have the rest of the year to relax." Dark said, then smiled as Ares walked 
into the room.

"You mentioned before that you run a mask shop. Can I assume that you're 
talking about Halloween masks?" Conrad asked curiously, then accepted a 
glass from Ares.

"In a sense. All my masks are handmade, so they might not be what you'd 
typically think of as 'Halloween masks'. It may be my own conceit, but I 



think of each one as being an example of my artistic expression. But at this
time of year... yeah, they're Halloween masks."

"Here you go." Ares said as he placed a frothy drink on the side table beside
Dark.

"Thanks." Dark said gratefully and immediately picked up the drink.

"If you're going to be here Monday, you should probably get a mask for the 
celebration. Everyone will have one." Ares suggested helpfully.

"I don't know if I'll be here or not. I'll just have to wait and see how things 
go." Conrad said honestly.

"I'm sure that my boys are going to insist that we attend. I don't know when
we'll have time to do it, but I'm sure that I'll be bringing the boys by at 
some point to get masks for all of us." D said frankly.

"Agent Fastbeck." Dark said, drawing his attention, "Have we met before?"

"Not that I know of." Conrad answered slowly.

"Of course not. We couldn't have." Dark said with a shake of his head, then 
explained, "But I feel as though I've seen you somewhere."

"Do you already have a mask in mind for him?" Ares asked curiously.

"It doesn't work that way. I make the masks, then people choose the ones 
they want." Dark said seriously.

"Just a second." Ares said as he hurried out of the room.

"Will we need anything besides a mask to attend this celebration?" D asked 
curiously.

"Some people will make elaborate costumes, based on the design of the 
mask. But it's not uncommon for someone to just wear a mask and a cloak 
to hide their identity." Dark said instructively.

"The boys will probably want to go the whole nine yards. I suppose that I'd 
better be prepared for that." D said wearily.



"Let Cain and Deimos handle it. Just take a step back and see what they 
come up with on their own." Dark suggested before taking another drink.

"This is a prime example of one of Dark's masks." Ares said as he walked 
back into the living room and offered a mask to Conrad.

After a moment to look it over, Conrad quietly said, "I can see what you 
mean about it being a work of art. This is some beautiful craftsmanship."

"Thank you." Dark said with a smile.

"I agree. That's some beautiful work." D said admiringly, then thought to 
ask, "Did you make this for Ares based on his Karasu Tengu transformation?"

"No. At the time I made this mask, I hadn't seen Ares in nearly twenty years
and he hadn't transformed yet. Cain and Deimos picked out the mask, 
thinking that it would be perfect for their father." Dark said before taking 
the last drink from his glass.

"So, can I infer that the masks have some significance beyond that of a 
simple Halloween celebration?" D asked curiously.

"For first celebrants, the masks tend to align with their emerging animal 
aspects and help them visualize their manifestation. Beyond that, who's to 
say? I just know that it's a tradition that's very important to the people of 
Brynnhollow and that I'm incredibly honored to be chosen to make the 
masks."

"Why the sudden surge in demand? I haven't heard anything about an 
increase in population. Why are you having to make so many more masks 
than usual?" Ares asked curiously.

"Ask Andrea." Dark said as he stood, then added, "I've got to change and get
back to work."

Before anyone could question further, Dark hurried out of the room.

* * * * *



"Well, it looks like we're all going to have an early morning so we should 
probably think about going to bed. I'm going to start the water heater, in 
case anyone wants a bath." Ares said as he picked up Dark's empty glass.

"Do you need any help cleaning up?" Conrad offered quickly.

"I won't turn down help." Ares responded with a smile.

"I'll call the boys in so that they can get settled before bed." D volunteered.

"Sounds good. We'll be in the kitchen if you need anything." Ares said 
before leading Conrad out of the living room.

* * * * *

"I noticed that you didn't bring anything with you. Would you like to borrow 
some clothes to wear tomorrow?" Ares asked as he started washing dishes.

"That would be fine, except that I don't think your clothes would fit me." 
Conrad said frankly.

"Dark keeps some clothes over here for when he spends the night. He won't 
mind if I loan you something." Ares said casually as he handed Conrad a 
washed glass.

"If you're sure that he wouldn't mind." Conrad said slowly.

"He won't mind at all. I promise."

"Please tell me if this is none of my business, but I saw the way that you 
two kissed when he arrived..." Conrad trailed off uncomfortably.

"It's none of your business." Ares said with a teasing smile, then continued, 
"Dark and I are in the early stages of a relationship."

"Is that why you and Andrea didn't work out?" Conrad asked curiously as he 
dried a plate.

"No. Our separation happened before Dark and I even thought about being 
together. With all the business of Andrea's illness and the boys having their 
curses become active, Andrea and I drifted apart. If someone has to be at 
fault for that, I'll take the blame. But I don't think there's any way that 



things would have worked out that any of us would really be happy if 
Andrea and I had stayed together." Ares said seriously.

"I suppose that it's better than desperately clutching onto something that's 
already over." Conrad said thoughtfully.

"I thought so." Ares said simply, then handed Conrad another washed plate.

* * * * *

After finishing the dishes, Conrad walked into the living room to find the 
boys working collectively to reconfigure the living room furniture to 
provide sleeping places for six.

"Since everyone knows about stuff, can we sleep in our animal forms?" Cain 
asked Ares hopefully.

"Sure. If you can find a way to do it so that everyone's comfortable. I 
imagine that Jim and Deimos are probably going to take up quite a bit of 
room.

"We'll figure it out." Cain said with certainty.

"Okay. Just as long as someone will let me know if you're having a 
problem." Ares said with a smile.

"Yeah!" Cain said triumphantly.

"The water heater should be up to temp if anyone would like to take a 
bath." Ares said, directing his statement mostly toward D, then he turned 
to Conrad and continued, "Come with me and I'll get you a change of 
clothes."

"Thank you." Conrad said quietly as he followed.

* * * * *

Conrad woke with a start at a sound outside his bedroom door. It took a 
moment for it to repeat, but Conrad eventually identified the unmistakable
sound as being that of teenage boys trying to be quiet.



It was so dark in the bedroom that Conrad had to fumble his way toward 
the light under the bedroom door. Once he'd opened it and let some light 
in, he found the matches to light the oil lamp.

Conrad was surprised to find that the pants that he had borrowed fastened 
with buttons, rather than snaps and zippers. Regardless, the clothes were 
comfortable and looked reasonably good on him.

Once he was certain that he was presentable, he left the bedroom. Not 
only the light, but also the noise drew him to the kitchen where Ares and 
all six boys were in motion, apparently preparing breakfast.

"I'm sorry if we woke you up with all the commotion. I'm actually surprised 
that D isn't awake yet." Ares said frankly.

"I don't know for sure, but I think Dad probably used some kind of a silence 
spell or something like that. He's really good at basic magic." G said 
honestly.

"Even so, he's going to need to wake up soon so that we can be on our way."
Ares said seriously.

"I'll get him." G immediately volunteered.

"We'll all help you." Paul quickly announced.

Before Ares or Conrad could object, all six boys funneled out of the room.

"This is just about ready. Do you want to help me get breakfast on the 
table? I'm betting that D's going to be wide awake and on his way out here 
before very long." Ares finally said.

"Safe bet."

* * * * *

Conrad didn't come from a large family, so sitting at the table with so many
people energetically chattering all at once was unfamiliar to him.

As soon as the meal was finished, Cain and G hurried to go to Grandpa 
Lowell's house.



Jim and Tannis left soon after to return home, and it was obvious that they 
didn't want to go.

Once the morning dishes were done and everything around the house was 
settled, Ares, D, Conrad, Paul and Deimos left as a group, heading toward 
their first stop at Dark's house.

* * * * *

As they walked, Conrad considered how many times he had pointlessly gone
jogging, ending up exactly where he had started in a half-hearted attempt 
to maintain an acceptable level of fitness. The walk through the forest just
after dawn was brisk and invigorating. And most importantly for Conrad, it 
had a point.

When they finally reached Dark's house, Ares sent Deimos around to check 
in Dark's workshop while he knocked on the front door.

Deimos returned a few minutes later and told the group that Dark was in 
his shop, still working on masks.

After a brief visit with Dark, Ares and D gave their sons hugs and wished 
them a good day before leaving them to their work.

* * * * *

The walk from there went on for more than an hour.

Although Conrad still had more questions than answers, he was content to 
continue on in silence and think about what he had learned so far.

He also had to prepare for his impending meeting with Andrea. There was 
always the possibility that she had been lured to Brynnhollow and was 
being kept there against her will by threats against her or her sons.

He didn't believe that to be the case, but he would be derelict in his duty if
he didn't at least explore the possibility.

"Do you want to stop in at the town hall for a cup of tea with the elders 
before we continue on to Andrea's?" Ares asked as Brynnhollow began to 
come into view ahead of them.



It took a moment for Conrad to realize that Ares was speaking to him. "No. 
I'd rather get right down to business."

"I have no idea how long this is going to take." D said to Ares frankly.

"None of us do. We'll do our business, then we'll stop in to see how you're 
doing. We can make plans then." Ares said simply.

D nodded his agreement to the plan.

"Do you know where you're going from here?" Ares asked to confirm.

"Yes. Thank you for all your help."

"My pleasure. We'll see you later today."

"Goodbye."

* * * * *

After walking for a few minutes, Ares quietly asked, "Do you have a family, 
Agent Fastbeck?"

"Not anymore. I lost my mom about ten years ago to cancer. My dad was 
killed six years ago in a mass shooting."

"Was he in the FBI, too?"

"No. He was just a regular guy; retired civil service. As soon as I heard 
about it, I followed up on the investigation, trying to uncover why it had 
happened. From what I could tell, he was just in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. It was completely senseless."

Ares didn't have any response to that.

After a few more minutes of walking, Ares quietly asked, "No wife or 
girlfriend, then?"

"I dated quite a bit when I was younger, but I don't have much of a social 
life since joining the bureau."

"So it's not like it is in the Bond movies?"



"No. Not really."

* * * * *

"Well, this is it. Are you going to want for me to go somewhere for a while 
to give you a chance to talk?" Ares asked curiously.

"How about we play it by ear? If I need for you to step out of the room, I'll 
tell you."

"Just so you know, I'm not good at subtle hints."

"I'll keep that in mind." Conrad assured him.

* * * * *

After a knock on the door, Conrad and Ares waited for any response.

"Is this an unreasonable time for us to be visiting?" Conrad asked quietly.

"Not by Brynnhollow standards, but I don't follow along closely enough with 
Andrea's activities to know when would be the best time to catch her at 
home and awake." Ares said honestly.

"Didn't you say that she has a job that she works at night?" Conrad asked 
slowly.

"That's right..." Ares began to say when the door suddenly opened.

"Ares?! Did we have something planned for this morning?" Andrea asked 
curiously.

"No. I just thought that this would be the best time to try and catch you at 
home. We didn't wake you, did we?" Ares asked with concern.

"No. We haven't been to sleep yet. Please come in." Andrea said as she 
opened the door wide to invite Ares and Conrad inside.

"Andrea, I'd like for you to meet Agent Fastbeck with the FBI." Ares said as 
he walked into the living room and stood aside.

"FBI? Here?" Andrea asked in confusion.



"Your mother was concerned about you and asked that we investigate your 
disappearance." Conrad said simply.

"Of course. She might have a use for me someday, so I must be kept safe 
and pristine up on a shelf until I'm needed." Andrea said wearily.

"Excuse me?" Agent Fastbeck asked curiously.

"Never mind. I have a pot of tea steeping, please come into the kitchen and
have a seat, then we can discuss why you're here." Andrea said with an 
inviting smile.

"Yes. Thank you." Conrad said uncertainly as he watched Andrea hurry away
ahead of them.

* * * * *

As they walked into the kitchen, Conrad immediately noticed a frog sitting 
in a tub of water on one of the chairs by the table.

Noticing Agent Fastbeck's curious gaze, Andrea casually said, "That's Juliet."

Conrad blinked in surprise, then cautiously asked, "Is she a pet or a 
person?"

In response to his question, the frog hopped out of the tub and onto the 
table. A few quick hops later, she was on the floor beside the chair. As 
Conrad watched, Juliet began to grow and reshape herself until she 
became a mostly humanoid looking woman. As her form began to stabilize, 
she had one hand strategically placed to cover her mottled green and gray 
breasts.

Andrea walked to the kitchen door and took a robe down off a peg from 
behind it.

"Wait. How is this possible? I thought you were the only woman who could 
transform." Ares asked curiously.

Andrea draped the robe around Juliet's shoulders as she asked, "Do you 
remember that curse that I've been telling you about?"



"Yes. Of course. But I thought that was just to undo the insanity aspect of 
the Brynn curse." Ares said thoughtfully.

"For what is given, something must be taken." Juliet said simply.

Both Ares and Agent Fastbeck looked at her curiously.

"Don't ask me to explain it. I just trust that the witches know what they're 
doing." Andrea said frankly.

"Hold on. I'm getting a little bit... quite a bit lost here. Would you mind if 
we went back to the beginning of the story so I can understand what you're 
talking about?" Conrad asked hopefully.

"Sit down and we can talk about it while we're having our tea." Andrea said 
simply.

"I'll be back in just a minute." Juliet muttered before hurrying out of the 
room.

Ares and Conrad sat down at the kitchen table and watched as Andrea 
gathered the teapot and cups onto a tray.

"I hope that you'll excuse my appearance. I wasn't expecting anyone this 
morning." Andrea said as she carried the tea service to the table.

"A lot of my job is dealing with people who are so coiffed and perfumed 
that they hardly even seem human. They're just mannequins, with no 
purpose but to display the latest in fashion and style. It's nice to have the 
opportunity to sit and talk with a real person." Agent Fastbeck said 
seriously.

"That's sweet of you to say. I've been so busy since I've been here that 
keeping up with 'hair and nails' seems like a bizarre waste of time." Andrea 
said frankly.

"It is." Ares said simply.

Andrea smiled affectionately at him as she began to pour the tea.



"I don't want to take up too much of your time. You mentioned that you 
haven't been to sleep yet, so I'll just ask my questions so that we can be 
going." Agent Fastbeck said as he accepted a cup of tea from her.

"Can we wait for Juliet? I wouldn't want for her to feel left out." Andrea 
asked as she passed a filled tea cup to Ares.

"Did I hear my name?" Juliet asked as she walked back into the kitchen.

This time she looked fully human and was wearing a light blue sun dress.

"I was just telling Agent Fastbeck that I'd rather you be present when he 
asked his questions, so that you could be included. You've got to admit that
there's quite a few things that you know about that I don't. Some of it 
might end up being relevant to his investigation." Andrea said as she 
presented Juliet a cup of tea.

"Thank you. I don't know how much help I'll be, but I'll do what I can." 
Juliet said timidly.

Andrea stepped away for a moment, then returned with a plate of 
miniature apple tarts.

"Mrs. Brynner, if you don't mind, could you tell me about how you came to 
be here? I'd like to hear it from your point of view." Agent Fastbeck asked 
professionally.

"Please call me Andrea. And I suppose that there's really not that much to 
it. Last year I started having abdominal pain and went to the doctor. The 
symptomology seemed to indicate ovarian or uterine cancer, but all the 
tests came back negative." Andrea finished darkly.

"She was in so much pain that she had to take a leave of absence from her 
job." Ares interjected.

"I can't say whether it was the pain or the pain medication that was more 
debilitating, but the combination of the two had me confined to a hospital 
bed within a month of my first symptoms." Andrea said quietly.



"At that point, I didn't have any clue of what the cause of her symptoms 
might be or I would have gone to seek help for her sooner." Ares said 
gravely.

"Your sons were eleven years old at the time, right?" Juliet asked 
cautiously.

"Yes. I was so afraid that I wouldn't live to see them turn twelve." Andrea 
said honestly.

Agent Fastbeck looked from one person to the next before quietly asking, 
"So you believe that your sons turning twelve years old had something to do
with your illness?"

"When I married Andrea, she fell under the curse. But it seems that since 
my curse never became active for some reason, that her curse didn't either.
Our sons were automatically cursed just for the fact that they are my sons.
The curse usually manifests in children around their twelfth birthday, some 
sooner, some later, but twelve is about the average." Ares explained.

"And you believe that when your sons reached the age where their curses 
became active that it caused yours and Andrea's curses to become active as
well?" Conrad speculated.

"Based on what followed, that's the only explanation that I can come up 
with." Ares said simply.

"We've gotten off track." Agent Fastbeck said irritably, then turned and 
asked, "Andrea, can you tell me what happened next? I wasn't able to 
uncover much information about you between the time that you fell ill and 
when you arrived here."

"Actually, there isn't much to tell. Between the pain and the medication 
that I was on, I was unconscious or delirious most of the time. I know that 
Ares and the boys visited me in the hospital several times and that I 
interacted with them to some degree, but I honestly couldn't tell you one 
thing that we said to each other." Andrea said frankly.

"The last time I visited, it was to deliver the cure to her. She was asleep 
and never even knew that I was there." Ares said distantly.



"The cure? Was it some sort of medication?" Conrad asked curiously.

"Actually, it was a poem and some scented oil. I was told that I had to read 
the poem aloud three times, then anoint her with the oil. After that I had 
to leave her and never return, because if I didn't, it would kill her."

"So, as I understand how things work around here, you basically cast a spell
on her." Conrad surmised.

Ares turned his head and wouldn't meet anyone's eyes.

"He divorced her and disavowed any relationship with her." Juliet finally 
said into the silence.

"He what?" Conrad asked with surprise.

"There's a little more to it than that, just enough actual magic to make it 
work. But his marriage to her is the only reason that she was cursed to 
begin with. It was our hope that in breaking that bond, we could cause the 
weakened curse within Andrea to go dormant again." Juliet said seriously.

"We? What is your part in this?" Conrad asked curiously.

"I actually didn't do that much, but I was one of the witches that came up 
with the initial cure for Andrea and the subsequent curse that allowed her 
to continue living once she had arrived here." Juliet responded.

"Okay. Back to reality for a moment. Andrea was sick. Ares visited her, said 
his poem to her, then left with the boys..."

"I left with the boys then came back to read the poem, but close enough." 
Ares interjected.

"Right. So then, Andrea, from my investigation I heard that you had a 
sudden miraculous recovery." Agent Fastbeck said slowly, prompting her for 
more information.

"Yeah. Miraculous. That's the word for it. It was almost exactly a year ago, 
on Halloween. All of a sudden, it just stopped hurting. The doctors treated 
me like I was lying to them, then once I finally had them convinced, they 
said that I couldn't just stop taking the pain medication. They had to ween 



me off of it. Then there were tests on top of other tests, trying to find 
some difference between when I was sick and well." Andrea said honestly.

"So they never found a physical cause for your illness?" Conrad asked 
curiously.

"Not really. I mean, they could tell that I was in legitimate pain. And while I
was in the hospital I kept getting all these different infections, but I'm 
pretty sure that it wasn't anything mystical. That whole place was one big 
petri dish with infections passing from patient to patient... and I think I 
had food poisoning once. They swore that it was a mild case of the flu, but 
I'm pretty sure that it was from bad chicken. The food there was really 
awful." Andrea said thoughtfully.

"But what happened when you got out of the hospital?" Conrad asked 
curiously.

"Well, even before I was released, I tried to call Ares, but there was no 
answer. I tried calling him at work, but they told me that he was no longer 
employed with them. I even tried calling the boys' school, but they told me
that the boys had been withdrawn." Andrea said quietly.

"What happened when you went home?" Conrad asked as he noticed that 
Ares had tears falling down his cheeks.

"I had to take a taxi... I think that hurt almost as much as anything else 
that I'd gone through. After almost a year in the hospital, I didn't have 
anyone who cared enough about me to see that I was alright and that I got 
home safely." Andrea said as her own tears started to fall.

Juliet got up from the table and walked across the kitchen. She opened one
of the lower drawers and took out some cloth dinner napkins.

When she got back to the table, she set one at each place before sitting 
down again.

"Thank you." Andrea whispered as she dried her eyes.



"So, when you got back to the house, Ares and the boys weren't there. What
happened next? How did you decide to come to Waxell?" Conrad asked 
curiously.

"That didn't happen until later. For the longest time, all I did was cry and 
feel sorry for myself. But once I was past the worst of that, I got angry and 
started searching for any clue as to where Ares might have taken the boys."

Conrad nodded that he understood, encouraging her to continue.

"It's funny, in all the years that we were married, I never realized how 
much I didn't know about my husband. He had mentioned that his father 
was dead, but I never heard one word about the rest of his family. I didn't 
know where he grew up, went to school or anything at all about his 
childhood. As far as I could tell, he might not have existed at all the day 
before I met him." Andrea said distantly.

"I existed, but not much else." Ares said quietly.

"But how did you decide to come to Waxell to look for him?" Conrad asked 
curiously.

"I was at home, going through some of our wedding things, feeling sorry for 
myself and trying to find something to hang onto, to prove that our whole 
life together wasn't a lie. Then I found some paperwork with a Waxell 
address."

"What paperwork was that, if I may ask?" Conrad asked hopefully.

"Actually, it was an old paycheck stub with a note about our wedding 
scribbled on the back." Andrea said seriously, then asked, "Would you like 
for me to get it for you?"

"That won't be necessary." Conrad assured her, then continued, "So when 
you found the Waxell address, you came to Kentucky to search for Ares?"

"Not right away. I made a half-assed attempt at starting my life over, but it 
wasn't much more than going through the motions. Every day I'd think more
and more about Ares and the boys. Finally, when I couldn't stand it 
anymore, I decided to go and look for them, once and for all. If I didn't find



them, then I'd commit myself to trying to get my life back on track." 
Andrea said thoughtfully.

"So you drove to Kentucky, stopped in Waxell, found out where Ares was 
and ended up here?" Conrad guessed.

"Well, no one knew exactly where they were, but they told me enough to 
point me in the right direction. After that, I ended up coming here and 
getting lost in the forest. Fortunately, I found Drake's house before I 
starved to death or froze or got attacked by some wild animal." Andrea said
frankly.

"Drake?" Conrad asked curiously.

"Jim and Tan's father." Ares said simply.

"Thank you, Andrea. That fills in a few of the blanks for me. I'm really sorry
about bringing up unpleasant memories. There's really just one more thing 
that I'd like to know, if you don't mind continuing."

"No. That's fine. What did you want to know?"

"Why did you decide to stay here? I mean, I can understand you wanting to 
be around your sons, but it's like you dropped out of the outside world 
completely. You left your job, your house... your mother."

"My mother left me years ago. As far as the rest... it's meaningless to me 
now. Here in Brynnhollow, I have the chance to help people... not in some 
abstract way, like donating four cents a day, but really help them and 
change their lives for the better. In the outside world I was Ares' wife, Chris
and David's mother and just another nameless, faceless drone slaving away 
every day at my job to make the corporation's stock rise a quarter of a 
point."

"And here you're more than that?" Conrad asked, seemingly more from 
personal than professional curiosity.

"I'm becoming more than that." Andrea said firmly, then smiled as she 
turned to Ares and continued, "I will never be able to thank you enough for 
encouraging me to be my own person. Even though I went through a lot of 



pain, both physical and otherwise, that single action is what I'll remember 
most. When you said that I should think about what's best for me and 
consider my happiness... you helped me to take responsibility for my 
choices."

"I only tried to share what I'd learned since I had to leave you in the 
hospital like that. I hated myself for what I had to do, but given the same 
choices, I would do it again. Since then, I had to reexamine my life and my 
priorities and decide what kind of future I wanted to give the boys. I didn't 
want them remembering their father as a self-loathing monster filled with 
bitterness, so I worked to forgive myself for doing what I had to do, then 
worked to make a life for us that would be a good foundation for them, 
moving into the future." Ares explained.

"What you've done for the boys is remarkable. They're so much happier and 
more energetic than they ever were before. So are you, for that matter. 
And even though you're past the point where you need my forgiveness for 
anything that you might have done, you have it anyway." Andrea said 
gently.

"Thank you." Ares said sincerely, then added in a whisper, "I never wanted 
to hurt you."

"I know."

* * * * *

"I thought the apple pie in Waxell was the best that I ever tasted, but I 
think your apple tarts outdo even them." Agent Fastbeck said in 
amazement.

Andrea chuckled, then said, "I wish I could take credit for them, but Ares' 
grandfather sent these over with the boys when they visited the other day."

"Well then, I'll compliment you on the tea. It's a perfectly balanced blend." 
Conrad said with a grin at her.

"Actually, that blend was made for me by Drake, he's an herbalist." Andrea 
said simply, then continued, "And since we've already established that I'm a 
frumpy hausfrau, maybe you should quit while you're behind."



"I'm fairly certain that at no time did I ever say the word 'hausfrau'." Conrad
said with a smile.

"I suppose you didn't." Andrea said warmly.

"Since you haven't had a chance to sleep, I think we should be on our way 
now." Conrad said as he stood.

"Don't worry about that. I'll have plenty of time to sleep when I'm dead." 
Andrea said with a mischievous grin.

"Actually, according to Ima..." Juliet began to say, but stopped at the 
withering glare from Andrea.

"Would you mind if I stop by again some other time and ask you a few more 
questions?" Conrad asked in a voice that sounded a little bit more personal 
than professional.

"I wouldn't mind that at all." Andrea said with a demure smile.

"I'll see you later then. Have a good sleep." Conrad said as Ares joined him 
at the door.

"Yes. I'll see you later." Andrea said, then walked with Conrad and Ares to 
see them off.

* * * * *

"So, did you find out what you needed to know?" Ares asked curiously as 
they walked.

"I think that a few of my more important questions were answered, 
although I'll probably have to speak with her a few more times before I can 
definitively say that the matter is concluded."

"I think you just want the chance to flirt with her some more." Ares said 
with a teasing grin.

"I wasn't flirting. I was interviewing." Conrad stated reasonably.

"I don't remember you complimenting my apple tarts or my tea when you 
interviewed me."



"If you recall, we were interrupted during dinner last night. But I'm sorry if 
I forgot to mention that the chicken was very good."

"Duck."

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Well, it was good."

"Thank you." Ares said graciously, then added, "But if you were flirting with 
her, you should know that she and Drake have been seeing a lot of each 
other. You might have some competition."

"The herbalist?"

"Yes."

"Is it serious?"

"It looks like it could go that way, but I don't think it has. With Andrea 
working all the time and Drake's work, plus taking care of his four kids... 
it's a wonder that they've been able to get as close as they have." Ares said 
honestly.

"I'm going to be leaving as soon as I'm done with this investigation. It would 
be a mistake for me to get involved with anyone." Conrad said thoughtfully.

"Yeah. One of those mistakes that people make when they're having a life."

"What are you trying to say?"

"If you don't let anyone in, life can get very lonely. And for what? Your job? 
You work and then you die? That's not much of a plan."

"Maybe it's not in the cards for some people."

"It's certainly not in the cards if you never ante up. You'll never win if you 
don't take the chance of losing."

"Wait! Are you trying to fix me up with your wife?"



"No. I'm just telling you how things look from my perspective. You've lost 
people and been hurt by it. Now you protect yourself by not getting close 
to anyone else. Not only is that not healthy, but it's also not necessary. You 
can have everything that's good in your life right now plus someone to hold 
you at night and wake up with you in the morning."

"Every day, I see the worst in people. It's my job to investigate them and 
discover the heinous things that they've done and don't want anyone else to
know about. I think what you're talking about requires faith in humanity. I 
don't know if I have any."

"Then you haven't been in Brynnhollow long enough, because I have no 
doubt that you'll find all the humanity that you'll ever need, right here."

"For me, it's still up in the air if you people even are human."

"Okay. You may have a point. But whether we're human or not, I still think 
we have more than enough humanity."

"At first glance, it does appear that way."

* * * * *

The rest of their walk back to Brynnhollow was conducted in comfortable 
silence. Both men had things to sort through in their minds and appreciated
the chance to do so without annoying chatter distracting them.

"It certainly is a lot busier during the day." Conrad said with surprise when 
he noticed the number of carts and people out and about.

"This is the lead up to the Samhain celebration on Monday. For the next 
couple days people will be buying and selling their wares all up and down 
the main street. Everyone is just getting set up. There'll be more to see 
later."

"What are we doing now?"

"I'm going to stop in and let D know that we're here. If you want, you can go
over to the tavern and get us a table."



"Actually, why don't I wait for you over by that cart?" Conrad asked as he 
pointed to D's and Ares' sons standing with an elderly man, whom Conrad 
assumed was Ares grandfather.

"What are Deimos and Paul doing here? I thought they were going to be 
working at Dark's all day." Ares asked with surprise.

"Why don't I investigate that while you let D know that we're here?"

"Good plan. I'll see you in a few minutes."

* * * * *

"Hi, guys. I'm surprised to see you here." Conrad said as he approached the 
group.

"Uncle Dark asked us to take a load of masks to Mason's. We need to get 
back, he's been busy all morning and he needs us to be there."

"Your dad will be here in a minute, he's just letting D know that we're 
back."

"Not much is going on here. We're still getting things laid out and people 
are mostly just looking." Cain said frankly.

"It still looks like it's shaping up to be quite a party." Conrad said as he 
looked around at the hustle and bustle of activity surrounding them.

"This is nothing compared to what it'll be like on Monday." Deimos said with 
a grin.

"Yeah. I hope you're not shy, Agent Fastbeck." Cain chuckled.

Before Conrad could ask what that meant, Ares voice said from behind him,
"I'm glad to see you guys, but I didn't expect you to be here."

"Uncle Dark needed us to deliver some masks for him, but we've got to go 
now. He needs us to watch the shop while he's working."

Ares walked to Deimos and gave him a firm hug, then seemingly on 
impulse, he gave Paul a hug too.



"We'll see you at the house tonight. Can we tell Uncle Dark that he's invited
to dinner?"

"He's always invited, but go ahead and tell him anyway."

"We will." Deimos promised as he and Paul hurried away.

* * * * *

"I thought we were going to meet at the tavern." D said as he approached 
the group, accompanied by Carn and a few other men.

"It looked like you were embroiled in your meeting, so I assumed that it 
would be a while before you'd joined us." Ares said frankly.

"We decided that all of us would appreciate a break as well as an early 
lunch." D said frankly.

Ares looked at his grandfather as he said, "We'll be in the tavern if you 
need us for anything."

"You'd be welcome to join us, too, Lowell." Carn offered cautiously.

"Thank you. But I think my place is out here, attending to my daily 
business." Lowell said firmly.

Ares, Conrad and D fell into line, following the Brynnhollow elders across 
the street to the Brynnmorrow Tavern.

* * * * *

As the group walked into the tavern, Conrad was temporarily blinded by 
the sudden lower light level. Once his eyes adjusted, he looked around and 
saw that the tavern didn't appear to have any windows. The large main 
room was lit by gas wall sconces around the perimeter as well as oil lamps 
at each table. The dark wood bar and tables appeared to be quite old and 
immaculately kept, but they also virtually sucked up all the light.

Conrad followed along as the group walked through the tavern and 
immediately into a back room, which from all appearances, seemed to be 
reserved for their use.



As soon as everyone was seated, D took charge by saying, "Agent Fastbeck, 
I asked the Elders if you could be included in the next part of our 
discussion, not only to aid you in your investigation, but also to give us your
outside point of view."

Conrad slowly nodded, not knowing exactly what was going to be expected 
of him.

"You already know Carn. Next to him are Adair and Lachlan. There are a 
few others who work with or advise the council in specialized areas, but 
these three have the final say about things and make all the decisions." D 
explained.

"It's a pleasure to meet you." Conrad said diplomatically.

"Please relax, Agent Fastbeck. This isn't nearly as daunting as it sounds. All 
we're really doing is having an early lunch and we thought that while we're 
doing that, we'd bring you and Ares up-to-date on the Samhain plans." Carn 
said reasonably.

"Why?" Ares asked curiously.

"What was that?" Carn asked cautiously.

"I can sort of understand why you'd want Agent Fastbeck here, but why 
would you want to involve me in any of this?"

"That would mainly have to do with your involvement with Andrea. You 
have nearly twenty years of history with her, so you may be able to spot a 
flaw in our plans that none of the rest of us could possibly be aware of."

"What does any of this have to do with Andrea?"

"That's what we're here to explain. Please, take a moment to look at a 
menu and place your order so that we may begin." Carn said as he gestured
toward the menus in the middle of the table.

* * * * *

Although Conrad had had the privilege of experiencing the cuisines of many
different cultures, he had difficulty deciphering the tavern's menu.



"What language is this?" Conrad finally asked.

"I forgot about that. I doubt that any of us need to look at the menus 
anymore." Carn said with a smile, then continued, "I don't know if it's a 
specific language. It's more an amalgamation of Gaelic, Welsh and some 
severely bastardized English. You'll encounter quite a bit of that if you look 
at any of the old Shire records that were brought over. But in daily life, 
you'll probably only find it here. I don't think they've updated the tavern 
menu in a few centuries."

"What would you recommend?" Conrad asked Ares cautiously.

"How are you with meat and potatoes?"

"Fine."

"I'll order for both of us, then." Ares offered, then turned to D and asked, 
"Would you like for me to order for you, too?"

"No. Thank you. I should be able to manage."

"Well, good." Carn began to say, then smiled as the waiter walked into the 
room to take their orders.

* * * * *

Once the orders were placed, Carn turned and asked, "Agent Fastbeck, how
much have you learned about the Brynn curse?"

"I don't know how much I believe, but I've heard that the curse makes it 
possible for your people to... um, change."

"Have you heard about what it does to the women?"

"I was told that it was the reason for Andrea's illness, but not much beyond 
that."

"Yes. That part of the curse applies to outsider women who marry 
Brynnhollow men. The women who are born here have quite a bit more to 
face."



Conrad thought for a moment, then slowly said, "I didn't notice before, but 
Juliet and Andrea are the only women that I've seen since I've been in 
Brynnhollow."

"Juliet? Would that be Juliet Calbrynn?" Carn asked curiously.

"I don't think she ever mentioned her last name. All I know is that she was 
over at Andrea's when we visited, right before we came here." Ares 
explained.

"If it is her, Juliet was accepted by Ima and her sisters. She's more the 
exception than the rule when it comes to how the curse affects 
Brynnhollow women." Adair explained.

"Even so, it's surprising to hear that she came down off the mountain." Carn
said apprehensively.

"From the look of it, she was helping Andrea with something." Ares said 
simply.

"Regardless, the curse affects women in Brynnhollow differently from the 
way it affects men. When Brynnhollow girls reach puberty, the curse 
becomes active and increasingly drives them to select a mate... or mates...
and procreate." Carn said uncomfortably.

"In the case of Juliet, she had the strength of will to resist the compulsion, 
so she went to live with the witches on the mountain, where she wouldn't 
have to face the constant temptation of men." Adair quietly added.

"But the majority of women are unable to resist the curse and end up 
getting married... or at least pregnant. Once that happens, the next phase 
of their curse goes into effect. After giving birth, they begin the rapid slide
into complete insanity." Lachlan interjected.

"Since they still have the increasing compulsion to procreate, they become 
obsessed by it. At the same time, they begin to change both physically and 
mentally. Their bodies become deformed and twisted... and so do their 
minds. In the end, they go completely insane." Carn finished regretfully.



"So Andrea, being an outsider, was just supposed to get sick and die. But a 
woman who was born here would go completely insane?" Conrad asked to 
verify his understanding.

"Yes. When Brynnhollow was founded, an enormous structure was erected 
on an isolated pillar of rock, surrounded by a deep chasm. Once it was 
completed, the insane women of Brynnhollow were moved there, so that 
they could live independently without any male 'temptations' to aggravate 
their conditions." Carn said seriously.

"So you have a place where a group of mentally ill women are being held 
against their will?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Before you judge us too harshly, please know that we do everything that 
we can for them. We provide them the necessities of life, sometimes 
causing the residents of Brynnhollow to have to do without." Adair hurried 
to explain.

"Conrad, please don't get too caught up in this. I understand how you feel 
about the violation of their human rights." D said seriously. "But what we're 
telling you is the history. Things appear to have changed and that's what 
we're here to discuss."

"What changed?"

"Andrea."

At Conrad's curious look, D continued, "She survived the curse. She didn't 
die or go insane. With the help of the witches on the mountain, she's been 
given a way to alter the curse on the women of Brynnhollow."

"Alter? Not remove?" Conrad asked to verify his understanding.

"Yes. Although I don't know every detail of the curse, it appears to be of 
such enduring strength that the only possible way to be rid of it entirely 
would be the extermination of every last descendent of the Brynn 
bloodline."

"Okay. So what do you mean about 'altering' the curse?"



"To put it in modern terms, the curse has been 'patched'. The witches 
created a curse that will work in concert with the Brynn curse, altering the 
end result without negating the original curse entirely."

"So they're cursing the curse?"

"I hadn't thought of it that way, but yes. You could say that."

"I still don't get where Andrea fits into all of this."

"That's a little bit more difficult to explain. It has to do with her in-
between state of being. She's not a witch... technically, but she survived 
the Brynn curse. That makes her capable of carrying the new curse without
falling under the terms of the old one."

"So, it's like, since she survived the curse, she's immune to it now?"

"Yes! That's a perfect way of looking at it!" Carn said triumphantly.

"Okay. I think I get that." Conrad said thoughtfully, then asked, "So am I to 
understand that Andrea now carries a version of the curse that will undo 
some of the worst effects of the old curse?"

"Yes. But let me back up and explain why we're telling you this now." Carn 
said seriously. "Over a month ago, Andrea came to us and told us much of 
what we just told you. It was her hope that with our help, we could find 
some way of reintegrating the Brynnhollow women back into our society."

"Which would likely cause all kinds of anger, resentment and chaos." Ares 
interjected.

"Wait. I don't understand why that would be." Conrad said seriously.

"What do you think would happen if two, three or even four of your exwives
suddenly appeared on your doorstep and each of them felt entitled to your 
undivided love and attention?" Adair asked quietly.

"And what happens to the children? How does a family that's barely 
supporting themselves suddenly adapt to having more mouths to feed when
they weren't planning on it?" Lachlan asked worriedly.



"It could conceivably cause our society to collapse." Carn said simply.

"So what are you going to do?" Conrad asked curiously.

"For better or worse, we can't keep the women isolated now that they're 
not a danger to themselves or others." Carn said resignedly.

"Hold on. Let me see if I got this straight. Are you saying that Andrea took 
this new curse that she carries and went to where the women are and 
basically cured them all?" Conrad asked slowly.

"Yes. Except that it isn't really a cure. All of us are still cursed. But thanks 
to Andrea's actions, the terms of the curses on the women have been 
altered so that they're not insane anymore."

"Is that why Juliet was able to transform herself?" Ares asked curiously.

"I would assume so. I'm not sure about the details, but it seems that in 
exchange for their sanity, they gained some of the less desirable aspects of 
the curse, usually associated with what happens to men." Carn said 
carefully.

"Okay. So now instead of being insane, the women will change into animals,
which makes it so that they can't leave here and live in the outside world?" 
Conrad asked cautiously.

"Yes." Carn confirmed, then added, "There's also the matter of the original 
Brynn curse. Although we don't have any way of proving it at this time, it's 
believed that the new curse won't be passed on through marriage or 
childbirth, like the old one is."

"So Andrea will have to give the new curse to anyone who has just the old 
one." Conrad said speculatively.

"Yes. But only when the Brynn curse becomes active. Andrea was told by 
Ima that she cannot bestow the new curse on someone whose curse is 
dormant." Carn carefully explained.

"Dormant?" Conrad asked cautiously.



"Such as in prepubescent girls or newly married outsider women. Until the 
curse activates, it can't be overridden." D supplied easily.

"Okay. I think I get all of that. But I still don't know what you're going to do 
about all these women suddenly reappearing in your lives, all at once." 
Conrad said as he looked around the group.

"We don't know either." Carn said frankly.

"That's one of the things that we've been discussing." D added.

"You don't have a plan?" Conrad asked with surprise.

"On Monday we'll be having our annual Samhain celebration. At that time, 
something is going to happen. We're not decided on just what that will be."
Carn said reluctantly.

"Now that they're sane, we can't, in good conscience, keep them locked 
away. But it's hard to say that they'll be better off here with us if we can't 
provide them food and shelter through the coming winter." Adair said 
frankly.

"And that doesn't even take into account the familial strife that it's going to
cause when multiple wives, mothers, sisters and daughters all return at 
once, expecting to be welcomed with open arms." Lachlan said quietly.

"What are you going to do?" Conrad asked as he began to realize the 
severity of their situation.

"Eat." Carn said as he pointed to the doorway, where the waiter and the 
middle-aged tavern keeper were entering, carrying heavily laden trays.

* * * * *

"Sorry. I had some things I needed to do at the house. Am I too late?" A man 
asked as he hurried into the private dining room.

"Actually, you arrived at the perfect time. Why don't you go tell Arv what 
you'd like for lunch, then sit down and join us? It will be good if you're 
included in the next part of our discussion." Carn said pleasantly.



"Be right back." The man said as he raced out of the room.

"That was Festus, he's a prominent person in the community." Lachlan said 
informatively.

"He's very good about helping us to see that everyone's needs are taken into
account in our decision making." Adair added.

"So, what did you need for me to be here for?" Festus asked as he hurried 
back into the room and took a seat at the table.

"Festus, I'd like for you to meet Mr. Darroch, he's one of those from the 
outside who's responsible for keeping us safe, I think you probably know 
Ares, and this is Agent Fastbeck from the FBI." Carn said formally.

"You brought in outside law enforcement?" Festus asked cautiously.

"Mr. Darroch brought him. Since we trust him with so much else, I see no 
reason for us to question him on this decision." Carn said seriously.

"Please excuse me. It's nice to meet you Mr. Darroch, Agent Fastbeck. I'm 
Festus Brynnmyl."

"A pleasure." D said for both of them, then added, "Please feel free to call 
me D."

"We were just about to discuss the plan for Monday. Since Festus is one of 
the few who knows that his wife is alive, well and sane, I thought that he 
might have a valuable perspective for us to consider." Carn said seriously.

"I don't understand. Why is he one of the few?" Conrad asked curiously.

"When Andrea came to us and explained that she could alter the curse on 
the women of Brynnhollow, we asked that she not let it be known to the 
general populace to avoid the anxiety and frustration that would almost 
certainly result."

"I don't understand why."

"Because, at that time, there were only a small number of women who had 
received Andrea's curse. The vast majority were still quite mad and Andrea 



couldn't be sure how effective the curse would be when it was used on 
larger numbers of women."

"I would guess that you have those answers by now." Conrad said 
speculatively.

"Yes. It seems that the curse has been effective in every instance, however 
the 'recovery' time seems to vary on a case by case basis."

"So you're planning to do something on Monday?"

"Yes. The problem is that Andrea is the only line of communication that we 
have with the women. It's difficult to coordinate things when we only speak
once or twice a week."

"So, what's going to happen on Monday?" Ares asked cautiously.

"We're going to go on with the Samhain celebration as planned. While the 
new celebrants are showing their first transformations, a group of us are 
going to be lowering the drawbridge to allow the women to go free. From 
that point on, we're going to have to trust that Andrea has some sort of a 
plan for the women to follow."

"Why don't you just ask her what she's intending?" Conrad asked curiously.

"When we last spoke to her, she wasn't able to commit to any specific plan 
because too many things were still uncertain within the Coven."

"Coven?"

"That's what we've traditionally called the colony where the women are 
located." Ares explained.

"Colony? It sounds more like a prison." Conrad observed.

"To me, a prison would imply guards. Likewise, an asylum would imply the 
presence of doctors." Carn said carefully.

"It's all semantics. We all know what it is, even if we don't have a proper 
label for it. What we need to do now is decide what we're going to do to 
preserve the population of Brynnhollow." D interjected.



"What can we do? We can't leave the women locked up, knowing that 
they're no longer insane and dangerous. With winter approaching, delaying 
their release isn't likely to result in anything positive. As I see it, there isn't 
much we can do but release them, then do our best to deal with the 
results." Carn said wearily.

"Andrea has said that they've formed their own society and authority 
structure within the Coven. She mentioned that she's going to try to 
encourage them to embrace their autonomy and work collectively to help 
us." Lachlan added.

"While I trust in her good intentions, they don't do anything to address the 
concerns that we're facing." Carn responded.

"Festus, what are you planning to do when your wife is released?" D asked 
curiously.

"Tell her that I still love her." Festus said simply, then added, "And show her
how well our boys turned out."

"But what are you going to do after that? Do you have a place for her in 
your home and in all your lives?" D asked in a leading tone.

"I'd like to think so, but it's been so long... I don't know how much she 
might have changed, if she'll even want us... me... in her life anymore." 
Festus said regretfully.

"I think that's a legitimate concern. And while some people will get the 
answers that they're hoping for, there will be others, both men and women,
who won't. What will we do for them? What can we do for those who have 
lost everything and everyone?" Carn asked quietly.

"If it were just a few, I'm sure that we could find a way to manage. But 
we're conceivably talking about dozens, perhaps even hundreds." Adair 
added.

"Which brings us back to the point of what can we do? There aren't 
unlimited resources at our disposal."

"What if there were?" D asked cautiously.



"What was that?" Carn asked curiously.

"If resources weren't an issue, what do you think might make the impending
release easier for all involved."

After a moment to consider, Carn finally admitted, "I don't know."

"Did you have something in mind?" Conrad asked curiously.

"No. But I have access to resources outside Brynnhollow, so I thought that I 
should bring it up so that we could at least consider what more we might 
be able to do." D said frankly.

"Do you think that it might help if we asked Andrea to join us?" Ares asked 
cautiously.

"I'm confident that she would have come to us and let us know if she had 
been able to come up with anything more than what we've already 
discussed. Summoning her here now would only serve to take her away 
from what might end up being more productive endeavors."

"Maybe if we told the men what was happening, they might have a chance 
to emotionally prepare themselves." Ares said slowly.

"And what happens to those who prepare and then are disappointed? I think
the potential scale of the fallout needs to be considered. This impacts the 
deepest, most personal part of people's lives. No matter what we do, 
emotions are going to be running high. If we do this wrong, it could 
escalate to the point of people becoming homicidal or suicidal."

"What if we do our best to rally the men and appeal to their better 
natures? There are some genuinely good people living here. Don't they 
deserve a chance to rise to the occasion?" Ares asked carefully.

"The inconvenient fact of the matter is that the people elected us to make 
decisions just like this and determine what's the best thing for us to do for 
the common good. Regardless of what might be best for select individuals, 
we have to look at what's best for the community, both in the short and 
long term."



"Are you thinking of not releasing the women from the Coven?"

"That's not an option. They will be released and there's no doubt that this is
the time to do it. What we're discussing is how we're going to do it so that 
we can minimize the adverse impact on the community."

"So, if I'm understanding your plan so far, on Monday you're going to go to 
the Coven, throw the doors open wide and the women are going to come 
out of their isolation and... we're all going to hope for the best?" Conrad 
asked cautiously.

"Actually, we'll lower the drawbridge, but yes. That's essentially true." D 
confirmed.

* * * * *

Conrad ate his meal and was quiet as the men around the table continued 
to talk back and forth about what they were planning.

Finally, when there was a break in the conversation, he turned to D and 
said, "I'm going to need to go back to Waxell to check in with the bureau 
and gather my things from the boarding house."

"Carn, do you have someone who can go with Agent Fastbeck and help him 
find his way back?" D asked hopefully.

"We'll have to talk to Mason about that. He's the one who handles 
everything to do with visiting the outside. But I'm sure that he'll be able to 
find someone to help you." Carn said easily.

"Thank you." Conrad said sincerely.

"In fact, it looks like everyone's done eating, so why don't we return to our 
offices and allow Agent Fastbeck to attend to his duties?" Carn asked 
decisively.

As everyone started to stand, Conrad noticed Ares looking a little bit lost.

"Would you like to come along?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"To Waxell? Not a good idea." Ares said frankly.



Conrad couldn't help but smile as he said, "You're probably right."

"I have a few pieces of furniture on display at Mason's. I'll check in with him
to see if anyone has placed any orders. After that, I'll see if there's anything
I can do to help my grandfather." Ares said casually.

"If you're going to Mason's anyway, you can ask him about finding someone 
to take you into Waxell." Lachlan suggested helpfully.

"We'll do that." Ares assured him.

Conrad noticed that before stepping away from the table, each of the men 
placed one or two dollars beside their place settings.

It took a moment for Conrad to realize that the dollars weren't what he 
expected. The printing reminded him of foreign currency. Although he 
couldn't make out every detail, he could see "The Southern Bank of 
Kentucky, Three Dollars" clearly printed on the front of one bill.

He turned to Ares and quietly said, "It appears that I don't have your local 
currency. Could you help me?"

"You're our invited guest. The council will pay for the meal. We were just 
leaving tips for Talbot, our waiter." Carn explained pleasantly.

"Oh. Would it be better if I got some of your local currency to tip him?" 
Conrad asked cautiously.

"That's not necessary. If he can't use what you give him, he can always 
exchange it with Mason." Carn said simply.

Conrad took out his wallet and dropped a five dollar bill on the table 
before joining Ares at the door.

* * * * *

After a short walk down the street, Ares and Conrad arrived at Mason's 
shop.



Conrad was surprised to see so many 'outside world' trinkets on display. He 
was likewise intrigued by the selection of masks that were on a table just 
inside the door.

"Ares! I'm glad you stopped by. Give me a minute and I'll get you the list of 
orders that I've taken." A man said quickly.

"Orders? You mean that someone wants to buy my furniture?" Ares asked 
with surprise.

"Yes. It looks like you're going to be busy for the next few months." The 
man chuckled.

"Before you go, we need to know if you have someone who can go into 
Waxell with Conrad so that he can find his way back." Ares rushed to say 
before the man disappeared into the back room.

"Let me see if Rocky's left yet." The man quickly responded, then dashed 
away.

"That was Mason." Ares said simply as he started to look around the store.

Conrad was drawn to the masks and started looking through them as they 
waited for Mason to return.

* * * * *

"Agent Fastbeck?" A young man's voice asked from behind him.

"Yes? Oh. Hello, Rocky." Conrad said with a smile.

"Mason said that you needed to go into Waxell. I was going to be gassing up 
the truck today, so I'll be passing through there if you need a ride." Rocky 
said pleasantly.

"I have a car... well, it's borrowed. If you can get me to the parking lot, I 
should be able to find my way to Waxell from there. I just don't know what 
I'll do about finding my way back here." Conrad said thoughtfully.

"We can go to the parking lot, do what we need to do, then I can meet you 
in Waxell at the drugstore whenever you're done. If you need to return your



borrowed car, I can drive you back to Brynnhollow from there." Rocky said 
pleasantly.

"I won't be able to decide anything like that until I've checked in with the 
bureau." Conrad said with a smile, then asked, "Do you need to do 
anything, or are you ready to go?"

"I'm ready." Rocky said easily, then looked down at Conrad's hands and 
asked, "Did you want to buy that?"

Conrad was surprised to find that he had been holding a mask while they 
talked.

"No. I didn't realize that I'd picked it up." Conrad said honestly.

Ares, who had been watching, said, "Why don't you go ahead and get it? 
You're going to need one anyway and you might not get another chance. I 
can take it back to the house with me."

After looking it over, Conrad quietly asked, "How much is it?"

"How much do you think it's worth?" Ares asked with a smile.

Conrad handed the mask to Ares, then took out his wallet and selected a 
twenty dollar bill.

"If this isn't enough, let me know. I'm not trying to be cheap. I just don't 
know the value of money here." Conrad said as he handed the money to 
Rocky.

"I think this is fine." Rocky said as he walked behind a counter and placed 
the money in a lock box.

"I'll see you when you get back. You'll be able to find me at my 
grandfather's cart." Ares said with a smile.

"I'll see you later." Conrad said before leaving with Rocky.

* * * * *

As Rocky and Conrad walked, Conrad quietly asked, "Do you ever think 
about what it would be like to live in the outside world?"



"Not really. It's a nice place to visit, but there's no way I'd want to give up 
my life in Brynnhollow." Rocky said earnestly.

"I suppose that I can see that." Conrad said easily.

"Mason tries to limit the time we spend outside, so people don't start 
recognizing us or asking questions. I'll probably only be running for another 
month or two before someone else takes my place." Rocky added.

"What are you going to do then?"

"I'll be working in Mason's store, like I do now. Later on, I'll probably find 
something else that I'd like to do more and start doing that."

"Do you think that you'll miss traveling to the outside?"

"No. I think I've seen all that I wanted to see."

* * * * *

When they arrived in the parking lot, Rocky went to a pickup truck as 
Conrad went to his borrowed car. Rocky made a point of once again telling 
Conrad where they were going to meet.

Driving back to Waxell, Conrad couldn't help but feel like he was waking up 
from a dream. He was leaving the 'fantasy' world of Brynnhollow and 
traveling back to 'reality'.

A part of him regretted leaving and was a little bit afraid that he wouldn't 
be able to return.

With a bit of effort, he was able to get his mind to focus on the job that he
had been sent there to do and he compiled a list of things that he needed 
to accomplish as soon as he reached Waxell.

* * * * *

"What the hell happened to you? You said that you'd keep in touch!"

"Yeah. I ended up in a dead zone where even the sat-phone couldn't 
connect. Don't worry, everything's fine."



"Did you find out what happened to the Brynner woman?"

"Yes. I located Andrea Brynner and she's alive and well."

"So, are you on your way back now?"

"No. There are still one or two things that I need to sort out before I can 
call the case closed."

"What kind of things? What did you find?"

"I can't go into it right now. Let's just say that Andrea dropped out of sight 
for what appears to be legitimate reasons. I should be able to determine if 
they are in the next two days. If they're not, she may need my help to 
return to Maryland."

"You're not getting personally involved in this, are you Con?"

"No... well, maybe a little. But even if I weren't, I'd still need to do this. 
Everything should be resolved Monday night, so expect to hear from me on 
Tuesday."

"Tuesday? Do you mean that you plan to be out of touch until then?"

"That's right. What I'm investigating takes place inside that dead zone that I
was telling you about."

"Do you need for me to come down there to back you up?"

"No. So far I haven't seen any indications of anything dangerous. There are 
just some matters that need to be resolved and I'd like to see how that 
turns out before I close the case."

"If you're sure... but call on me if you need anything. Remember, I've got 
your back."

"I'll remember."

* * * * *

After checking his email, Conrad gathered his things and settled his bill 
with Mrs. Shumlin. Once his luggage was loaded into the car, he drove to 



the main street, then walked to the drugstore where Rocky said that they 
would meet.

Stepping inside was like stepping into a Norman Rockwell painting. It 
occurred to him that Brynnhollow wasn't the only town that seemed to 
exist outside of time.

After looking over the menu board, Conrad ordered a cherry phosphate. 
Thinking back, he couldn't help but concur with Fred's assessment of 
Waxell. After the initial quaint nostalgia had worn off, the place was well 
and truly giving him the creeps.

The tinkle of a bell as the door opened drew Conrad's attention and he saw 
Rocky entering.

"Ready to go?" Rocky asked pleasantly.

"Yes. I'm parked on the next block. There's no way I could have fit that car 
into one of the tiny parking spaces out front." Conrad said as he stood.

"Yeah. That's where I parked too."

"Did you want to get anything while you're here?"

"No. I've got too much to do when I get back."

"Somehow I thought that when you went to town you'd take the opportunity
to indulge in things that you can't do at home." Conrad said as he casually 
walked with Rocky down the sidewalk.

"I've done that, but I'm over it now. All I want to do is go home."

"Then let's do it."

* * * * *

As Conrad drove, he had to admit, if only to himself, that he was looking 
forward to the peace and quiet of Brynnhollow. All the while, he examined 
his feelings, trying to determine if he were in any danger of disregarding 
his previous commitments and starting over in the timeless land where 
monsters live and fairy tales are true.



In the end, he was certain that when the case was concluded that he would
go back to the 'real' world. But there was a part of him, deep inside, that 
was desperately searching for a reason to stay.

* * * * *

When they finally reached the parking lot, Conrad joined Rocky for the long
walk back to Brynnhollow. Although Conrad's bags weren't particularly 
heavy, he was nonetheless grateful that Rocky had volunteered to help him 
carry them.

"Can I ask you something?" Rocky asked, breaking the long contemplative 
silence between them.

"Sure. What do you want to know?"

"What kind of a life do you think I would have had if i'd been born in the 
outside world?"

"I think that mostly depends on the circumstances that you were born into. 
If you had been born to wealthy parents, your expected outcome would be 
vastly different from if you'd been born poor."

"It's nothing like that in Brynnhollow. I mean, if your parents are 
winemakers, you might become a winemaker. But everyone's free to 
become whatever they want to be."

"Unless they're born female."

"Well, yeah."

"You've had the opportunity to see how people live outside of Brynnhollow. 
How does it make you feel to know that there's a whole world of people 
experiencing things that you can't have?"

"Of course I feel like it's unfair, but that's just the way it is for us. I'm a 
Brynn. It's my lot in life. I can either hate it or make the most of what I do 
have."

"Do you think that you'll ever get married and have kids?"



"Well, I don't know how much choice I have in the matter. I don't think 
anyone knows exactly how the curse works, but it seems to me that if 
there weren't some kind of a compulsion at work, forcing us to act against 
our own best interests, that the Brynns would have died out a long time 
ago."

"How do you mean?"

"We all know that when a woman gets married, or just gets pregnant, that 
she's just a year or two away from being exiled to the Coven. These are 
people that we grew up with and that we love, but we still keep doing the 
thing that will hurt them the most. I can tell you right here and now that as
long as I'm in my right mind, I'll never hurt someone I love like that."

"Do you know of any men in Brynnhollow who haven't gotten married... or 
fathered children?"

"There are a few, but not many. I think they're probably the male 
counterparts of Ima and her sisters."

"But you think that other than those rare few who were able to resist the 
compulsion, that the rest of the men of Brynnhollow are victims of the 
curse that forces them to condemn the women to their fates?"

"Yes. If everyone were in their right mind and thinking clearly, the Brynns 
would just die out. No one would get married or pregnant, no one would go
completely insane, and no children would be born to suffer the same fate 
later."

"When we get back to town, would you mind talking to D and Carn about 
this?"

"Why?"

"I don't want to say more at this point, but if you're right about the men of 
Brynnhollow being under a compulsion, then it might be something that 
needs to be addressed right away."

"Why would it be? It's been this way for hundreds of years. What's the 
sudden rush?"



"You know that I'm with the FBI, right?"

"Yes."

"In the course of my job, I sometimes come across things that are sensitive,
classified or top secret, even though they may not be presented as such at 
the time."

"Okay, I guess so."

"To do my job effectively, it's sometimes necessary for me to withhold 
certain information. I'm asking that you trust my judgment in this matter."

"Okay. Yeah, of course. It just seems weird because this is something that 
everyone probably already knows. I mean, if I reasoned it out, it's got to be
pretty obvious."

"It's possible that others know, but they may not have deduced the link 
between this and... other things that are going on."

"Oh! You mean Andrea, don't you? Her being here seems to have stirred 
some things up. In fact, that's what brought you and D here, isn't it?"

"Yes and no. Andrea is the initial reason for me being here, but I don't know
that what we were discussing has anything to do with her directly."

"Okay. I won't ask anymore questions."

"I don't want you to stop asking questions, just understand that there are 
certain things that I can't talk about."

"Alright." Rocky said easily, then asked, "What's it like being in the FBI?"

"Paperwork. From. Hell."

* * * * *

Their discussion moved on to lighter topics, mostly focusing on the 
comparison of how things were in Brynnhollow as opposed to the outside 
world.



During the course of their conversation, Conrad was surprised to learn that 
Rocky had come to the conclusion that Waxell was somehow 'fake' or at 
least, not what it seemed to be on the surface.

When they arrived back in Brynnhollow, Rocky and Conrad went directly to 
the council offices.

"I'm sorry to interrupt, do you mind if I come in for a moment?" Conrad 
asked from the doorway to the council chamber.

"Please do. Can I assume that all went well in Waxell?" D asked curiously.

"Yes. Everything is fine." Conrad assured him, then asked, "Do you mind if 
Rocky comes in, too? We were discussing something on the way back here 
and I don't know if it's something that you've considered in your plans."

"Yes. Please come in and have a seat. I have to admit that I'm intrigued." 
Carn said with a smile.

"You're cursed. That's been established. It's been suggested that your 
people would have died out by now if the curse that affects the men didn't 
include a compulsion, comparable to that of the women."

"Yes. We've been speculating about that for as long as anyone can 
remember." Carn confirmed.

"So what happens when the curse on the women is altered? Is it going to 
cause a comparable alteration in the men's curse? Or will the curse on the 
men continue to operate as it has all along, forcing them to copulate 
despite what their logical minds are telling them is the right thing to do?"

"That's a good question. If marriageable women suddenly appear in 
Brynnhollow, is it going to cause us to lose all reason?" Carn asked distantly.

"Is there any way we can test it out?" Lachlan asked cautiously.

"And even if we did, what could we do about it?" Adair interjected.

"I think someone needs to consult the witches and get their advice. They 
know more about the curse than any of us and considering what they've 



done with Andrea, it appears that they've even learned how to manipulate 
it to some degree." Carn said decisively.

"Should we send someone, or go ourselves?" D asked cautiously.

"We're needed here. If Ares is available, he might be the best choice. By all 
accounts, he knows a direct route to reach them."

"He should be just outside, at his grandfather's cart. Would you like for me 
to go and get him?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"I think it might be better if you asked him. Historically, we don't have the 
best relationship with Ares and his family. We had a productive meeting 
with him this morning, I think it best not to tempt fate." Carn said frankly.

"What should I tell him?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Just what you told us. I'm sure that he'll see the importance of it and 
volunteer to help you."

"Me? Do you want me to go, too?"

"Who am I to say? If you have other commitments that are of paramount 
importance, then of course you should attend to them. But if you'd rather 
see that everything that can be done is being done, then you might 
consider going along."

"I know that you want to limit the number of people brought in on this, but 
do you mind if I fill Rocky in on what you're planning and have him 
accompany us, too?"

"If you feel that he will be of help, of course you may."

Conrad felt compelled to explain his reasoning, "Rocky's been able to see 
the world from both sides. He's interacted with uncursed people, but he 
also intimately knows what's normal in Brynnhollow. I think his point of 
view might be important."

"From what I hear, it's quite a hike. You'd probably better be on your way." 
Carn finished with a smile.



"I'll let you know what we come up with as soon as we get back." Conrad 
promised.

* * * * *

"Did you get everything taken care of in Waxell?" Ares asked as Conrad and 
Rocky approached.

"Yes. I think so. And on top of that, now I'll have a change of clothes when I 
need them." Conrad said as he indicated the luggage that he and Rocky 
were carrying.

"Good. Then if you're ready, I can walk you back to the house so that you 
can stow those. These guys don't need my help." Ares said, indicating Cain, 
G and his grandfather.

"Actually, something's come up and I was hoping that you'd be willing to act
as a guide for us." Conrad said cautiously.

"Of course. Where did you want to go?" Ares agreed easily.

"To visit 'the witches'. I know that we've already established that everyone 
here are witches, but I don't think I heard them described otherwise." 
Conrad said carefully.

"Carn asked if we could escort Agent Fastbeck to visit Ima and her sisters." 
Rocky helpfully supplied.

"Why me?" Ares asked cautiously.

"They said that you know a shortcut to get there." Rocky said simply.

"True enough. Well then, I suppose that we'd better lay in supplies and 
head out. It's a long trek." Ares said resignedly.

"Should I leave my things here?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Cain! Front and center!" Ares called toward the cart.

"Yeah?" Cain responded as he approached. Lowell and G followed him and 
waited to see if they were also going to be called upon.



"We have to run an errand. Will you keep an eye on Agent Fastbeck's things 
and carry them back to the house if we're not back before you're done for 
the day?" Ares asked his son seriously.

"Yeah. G and I will make sure that no one messes with your stuff." Cain 
responded, directing his answer to Conrad.

"Thank you. I'd appreciate that."

"Rocky, do you know where we can get some lanterns, a few flasks of water
and some food that's suitable for travel?" Ares asked hopefully.

"Sure. I've got all those things at my house."

"We'll see you guys later." Ares said as he took one step forward and gave 
his son a firm hug.

"I'll stay at your house with the boys until you return." Lowell said seriously.

"You don't need to do that. I'm sure that they'll be fine with D." Ares said as 
he shifted Cain to his side and kept an arm around his shoulders.

"Oh? Are you saying that you expect your house guest to attend to your 
perpetually hungry sons?" Lowell asked acerbically.

"Good point." Ares conceded, then added, "Thanks, Grandpa."

"You'd better be on your way. I don't know what you're getting yourselves 
into but I feel safe in saying that time is probably not on your side." Lowell 
said knowingly.

Conrad and Rocky nodded their agreement to Lowell's assessment.

"Lead the way, Rocky." Ares said as he reluctantly released his son.

* * * * *

"What are we getting into?" Ares asked as they walked.

"Let's get our supplies together and get on the road before we get too much
into that. Rocky still needs to be filled in on the plan for Monday." Conrad 
said seriously.



"Is there a plan for Monday?" Ares asked curiously.

"I mean about the curse and counter-curse and all of that. We need to fill 
him in before we fill you in on why we're going to visit the witches."

"That doesn't sound good." Ares said thoughtfully.

"I think it's too soon to be making good or bad judgments. We need to 
travel there and ask their advice before knowing just how bad things 
actually are." Conrad said seriously.

"This is my place." Rocky announced from ahead of them.

Conrad and Ares wore matching smiles at the absolutely quaint little house,
nestled comfortably within an equally quaint little neighborhood.

* * * * *

After quickly and efficiently gathering the supplies that they would need, 
the group set off on their journey.

Ares and Conrad worked together to bring Rocky up to date on the 
developments brought about by Andrea's arrival. Rocky was amazed as well 
as worried by what he had learned.

Ares wasn't surprised by Rocky's theory regarding the men of Brynnhollow 
and their curse, but once he understood Conrad's misgivings, he agreed 
that consulting Ima seemed to be the best possible course of action.

"Deimos and Jim have been working with my grandfather to repair the 
footbridge up ahead. I've been looking for an excuse to come out here and 
look over their handiwork." Ares said casually as they walked.

"I've been meaning to ask, is 'Grandfather' just a term of respect? Or is he 
really related to you?"

"He's really my grandfather."

"How is that possible? Father I could believe, but he's far too young to be 
your grandfather."



"He's one hundred eighteen years old. We can't be sure if it's from him 
being a witch, the curse, our way of life or some combination of those 
factors, that causes the people of Brynnhollow to be long lived." Ares 
explained.

"Look at that." Conrad gasped.

"It is a majestic sight." Ares said with a smile, then turned to Conrad and 
asked, "Are you afraid of heights?"

"Not at all." Conrad said with a smile at the footbridge spanning a deep 
chasm.

"I'm not afraid of heights, but I do have common sense." Rocky declared, 
then continued more quietly, "If the bridge starts swaying too bad, I'm not 
getting on it."

"Don't worry Rocky. The bridge was just recently repaired. It's safe." Ares 
assured him.

"It's not that I'm scared. I'm just saying that I'm not going to do something 
stupid. Walking across that thing when it's swaying would be extremely 
stupid."

"When you put it that way, I can see your point. However, if you'll look at 
the footbridge, you'll see that it isn't swaying at all." Ares said with a grin.

"I saw you at the Samhain celebration last year. I know that if you fell off 
that bridge you could just turn into a bird and fly away. Some of us aren't 
so lucky. If I fell, I'd go splat." Rocky insisted.

"You guys can argue about it if you want. I'm going across." Conrad said as 
he approached the bridge.

"Even though I trust my grandfather and my son... and Jim, too, I guess. I 
still think it would be wise if you were careful to be sure of your footing as 
you cross." Ares warned.

"I will be as careful as the situation warrants." Conrad assured him as he 
took the first step onto the narrow bridge.



Ares and Rocky watched and waited as Conrad slowly and carefully 
proceeded, step by step.

Although he appeared to have a few unsteady moments around the halfway
point, he mostly kept up a reasonable pace until he reached the other side.

"If you decide that you want to go back, no one will think less of you." Ares 
told Rocky quietly.

"If he can do it, I can do it." Rocky said determinedly.

"Then why don't you go first? That way, if you get stuck, either Conrad or I 
can help you, depending on which side you're closer to." Ares said seriously.

"If he can do it. I can do it." Rocky repeated, then forced himself to start 
walking.

From opposite sides of the chasm, both Ares and Conrad watched as Rocky 
slowly and deliberately continued, step by step, across the footbridge.

Although Ares couldn't hear what was being said, he could see Rocky's 
excited movements and Conrad's smile of admiration for his achievement.

Seeing that the other two were safely across, Ares stepped onto the bridge 
and was sure to take slow, careful steps as he went. It wouldn't benefit 
anyone if he were to have an accident due to his overconfidence.

* * * * *

"Are there anymore bridges like that?" Rocky asked excitedly as soon as Ares
was across.

"No. That's the only bridge worth talking about. The next obstacle is to 
travel across slippery rocks." Ares said frankly as he indicated the direction 
that they would be traveling.

"I should have thought about getting more appropriate shoes if we were 
going to be hiking." Conrad said frankly.

Ares looked down at the black leather shoes and couldn't help but agree, 
although he didn't voice his opinion. Instead, he said, "After seeing Juliet 



this morning, I don't know what to expect when we get there. When I 
visited before, Ima and her sisters were all hideously disfigured and 
deformed. But since Juliet looks so... normal, I guess it's possible that now 
they'll just look like a group of women."

"If I'm understanding correctly, Juliet's keku transformation was something 
new, brought about by Andrea's curse on her." Conrad said slowly.

"Yes. And if she can do that, then Ima and her sisters may be able to 
transform as well." Ares confirmed.

"If they were able to cast a spell that could do that, why didn't they do it 
fifty years ago?" Rocky asked curiously.

"As I understand it, they needed someone immune to the Brynn curse to be 
able to bestow the new curse. Until Andrea arrived, they had the ability to 
make the curse, but no way to cast it." Ares said carefully.

"It's hard to believe that an agent of the FBI is out here in the middle of 
nowhere, going to visit witches to ask them about a curse." Conrad said 
frankly.

"I have a feeling that after Monday that you'll be able to go back to your 
'normal' life in the 'real' world. If you choose to, you'll be able to block 
Brynnhollow and all of us out of your mind and pretend that none of this 
ever happened." Ares assured him.

"But I don't want to forget you." Conrad said simply, then continued, "Now I 
know for a fact that magic is real and extraordinary people exist. How will I
be able to find fulfillment in investigating some politician who's skimming 
funds from their charitable trust when I know about this?"

"Maybe Ima can give you something for that. I don't know if she has any 
memory altering mojo, but that might be a way to go." Ares said simply.

"I don't know what I'm going to do after Monday, but one thing that I'm sure 
of is that I don't want to forget."

* * * * *



"You weren't kidding about the slippery rocks!" Conrad said as he struggled 
to maintain his footing.

"I think we're past the worst of it. It's not too much further to Ima's." Ares 
assured him.

"Next time, we'll take a few extra minutes to go to the parking lot and 
drive up here. This is crazy!" Rocky said firmly.

"Have you ever delivered supplies to Ima before?" Ares asked curiously.

"No. But I helped with a delivery to the Coven once. That was the creepiest
thing I've ever done." Rocky said frankly.

"What was that like? I've never heard anyone say." Ares asked curiously.

"Yeah. No one likes to talk about it." Rocky said seriously, then continued, 
"After we pulled the truck up to the front, we pulled the lever to close the 
remote lock on the courtyard gate. After that, we had to look through 
binoculars to be sure that no one was hiding in the courtyard to ambush us.
That took about fifteen minutes. Then we started lowering the drawbridge 
while keeping watch for any signs of movement.

"As soon as the drawbridge was down, we drove across and started 
unloading supplies. The worst part was that someone stayed by the 
drawbridge controls so that he could raise the bridge if we were attacked."

"So if you'd been attacked, you would have been left for dead." Conrad 
asked slowly.

"Yeah." Rocky confirmed.

"Do you know if that's ever happened?"

"Yeah, but no one ever says what happened next. At least, they never said 
it to me."

"I don't want to imagine." Ares said frankly.

* * * * *



As the group arrived at the front gate of Ima's castle, Ares stepped forward 
and aggressively pulled on a heavy rope.

"What now?" Rocky asked anxiously.

"Now we wait. We've let them know that we're here; that's all we can do." 
Ares said simply.

"Is it true that the witches might try to attack us, like the women in the 
Coven?"

"Yes. They can be perfectly reasonable, but they'll be the first to tell you 
not to trust them and to never allow yourself to be alone with one of 
them." Ares said seriously.

"I thought from the way that you described it, that they were able to 
overcome the curse." Conrad said cautiously.

"No. If that were the case, they could have bestowed the new curse 
themselves. They have to constantly fight against the full force of the 
curse to be able to have anything resembling a normal life." Ares explained.

"It still seems that with access to magical powers that they would be able 
to do something more, whether it be to benefit Brynnhollow or 
themselves." Conrad said thoughtfully.

"Try thinking about it this way. When you have magical abilities, it's like you
have access to a toolbox that average 'mundane' people don't. Not every 
witch has the same tools in their box. Most of us get screwdrivers, but only 
some of us get hammers and others get hacksaws." Ares said carefully.

"Okay. I can see that." Conrad confirmed.

"When the curse was put on us, many of the tools were locked away. That 
applies to me, to Ima and to any woman at the Coven. While we all may 
have those tools, we can't use them. Someone like D has access to his 
entire toolbox and can do much more than any of us."

"If that's the case, then why can't D do a spell to undo the Brynn curse?" 
Conrad asked curiously.



"From what Grandpa told me, every witch alive today, all working together,
couldn't lift the Brynn curse. Also, if D were to try to alter the curse on his 
own, like Andrea's doing, then it would likely blow back on him, cursing him
and his bloodline." Ares said seriously.

"But it doesn't do that to Andrea because she's had the curse and survived?" 
Conrad asked cautiously.

"Yes. Exactly." Ares said with a smile.

"Actually, there's a little more to it than that." A woman's voice said, 
startling the three men. She appeared to be in her late fifties to early 
sixties and had a warm yet elegant appearance.

"Hello. Sorry about visiting unannounced, but we need to speak with Ima." 
Ares said seriously.

"It sounds urgent. Please follow me." The woman said as she opened the 
heavy iron gate.

"I'm Ares Brynner. With me are Rocky and Agent Fastbeck from the FBI." 
Ares said as he and the other men walked through the gate.

"We've met before, Ares. Although I can understand if you don't recognize 
me." The woman said with a trace of amusement under her words, then she
continued, "I'm Hilda."

"It's nice to meet you... again." Ares said uncertainly.

Hilda giggled, then said, "I overheard you talking when I arrived. You seem 
to be working under the assumption that Andrea can bestow the curse 
because she survived the Brynn curse."

"Yes." Ares confirmed, then explained, "We don't know much about magic, 
but that's what we've been able to put together from the evidence at 
hand."

"Well, while that's essentially true, there's one other factor that's very 
important to make everything work." Hilda said as she led the way across 
the courtyard to the castle.



"What would that be?" Ares asked curiously.

"Andrea isn't a witch. She has no innate magic to fuel the curse." Hilda said 
simply.

"But she can transform. How does that work?"

"It's part of the new curse that she carries. Just like the stories of old, of a 
witch turning a hapless 'mundane' victim into a frog or some such, in the 
balance of powers Andrea gained the ability to transform." Hilda said 
before opening the front door of the castle.

"But the new curse wouldn't work on her at all if she hadn't been afflicted 
with the old curse, right?" Ares asked cautiously.

"Yes. Andrea still carries a benign version of the old Brynn curse. Since she 
was meant to die, it no longer has any real affect on her. But it serves as a 
foundation for the new curse that she carries."

After a moment to consider, Ares finally said, "I think I'll just leave the 
witchcraft to you and Ima."

"Watch your step, the stairs can be a bit slippery." Hilda warned as she led 
the way down a stone staircase.

* * * * *

"Please excuse us for not coming upstairs to greet you. Come in and make 
yourselves comfortable." A little pixie of a woman with white hair said with 
an inviting smile.

"Thank you." Ares said hesitantly as he looked around.

None of the women present looked the least bit like any of the 'hags' that 
he had met before.

"Although they haven't told me why they're here, I have a feeling that it 
might be important, for them to have made the journey." Hilda said 
seriously.



"Ares, it's good to see you again. Who have you brought with you?" The little
white haired woman asked energetically.

"This is Rocky and Agent Fastbeck, from the FBI." Ares said cautiously as he 
continued to try and find any resemblance to any of the hags that he had 
met previously.

"Oh, yes. Andrea mentioned you, Agent Fastbeck. It's a pleasure to meet 
you." She said energetically, then continued, "My name is Ima, we also have
Vera, you've met Hilda and Kathryn is around here somewhere. So far as I 
know, Juliet is still out helping Andrea."

"You're Ima?" Ares asked in astonishment.

The white haired woman chuckled with delight, then said, "Believe it or 
not!"

"And Vera... all of you look amazing." Ares said in wonder.

"Isn't that sweet of you to say." Ima said with a grin, then continued, "But 
Hilda's right, I'm sure that you wouldn't have come all this way just to tell 
us how lovely we are. What can we do for you, Ares?"

"Oh?" Ares said as he was snapped out of his wonder. "It appears that 
Conrad, I mean, Agent Fastbeck and Rocky were discussing some things 
earlier today and stumbled onto something that might be a problem."

"What might that be?" Ima asked, turning her attention to Conrad.

"Well, I'm new here. Rocky was explaining how things work and if I'm 
understanding what he told me right, then there's sort of a balance 
between the men and the women of Brynnhollow. The curse affects them 
differently, but there's still a balance. If Andrea carries a curse that alters 
the curse on women, then wouldn't that cause an imbalance which might 
cause the men's curse to react... badly?"

"For an outsider, you've got really good instincts." Ima said in an impressed 
tone. "That's something that we, ourselves have considered, but the simple 
fact of the matter is that without a vessel to contain a comparable 
counter-curse, there really isn't anything that we can do."



"What kind of vessel? Do you need for Jim to make you a special pendant or
something?" Ares asked curiously.

"No. Actually, his pendants are perfect just the way they are. What we 
need is for someone to wear the cursed pendant, as Andrea does." Ima said 
frankly.

"If it were that simple, I'm guessing that you wouldn't be saying that there's 
nothing you can do." Rocky said seriously.

Ima looked at him inquiringly.

Rather than try to explain, Rocky simply asked, "Can I wear the pendant?"

"No. You have magical heritage and the Brynn curse. The pendant alone 
wouldn't be able to override it." Ima said seriously.

"So, who can wear it?" Rocky persisted.

"No one." Ima said simply.

"How's that?" Ares asked curiously.

"For the counter-curse to work, it would be necessary for the person who 
carries it to have been cursed and also to have survived." Ima said seriously.

"But a mundane man who marries a Brynnhollow woman doesn't receive the
curse." Ares said thoughtfully.

"Correct."

"My curse was dormant until last year. Would that make me eligible?" Ares 
asked cautiously.

"No. Quite the opposite." Ima said simply. "You would have been ineligible 
while your curse was dormant, and you became that much more so when 
your curse activated. What is necessary is for a person without magical 
heritage to be cursed, survive, and be willing to carry the modified version 
of our curse to bestow it on the men of Brynnhollow."

"It sounds like I'm the only one here who can possibly do it." Conrad said 
simply.



"By all appearances, you're of mundane heritage, so you're not disqualified 
on that count, but the way the Brynn curse works is that it only activates in
outsider women. So even if you were to be married, you wouldn't be 
cursed... you would likely be killed by your new wife, but you wouldn't be 
cursed."

"Excuse me if this is a stupid question, but can't you just curse him 
yourself?" Rocky asked timidly.

Ima looked at him with surprise, then said, "That's not a stupid question, 
but I'm afraid that one of the conditions of the Brynn curse would prevent 
us from being able to do that."

"What about D? Him and his boys are witches, but they're not cursed. Could 
they do it?" Conrad asked curiously.

"I don't know of whom you are speaking." Ima said cautiously.

"D is a witch from outside Brynnhollow who works to keep us hidden from 
the mundane world. He came here with his sons when he heard about 
Andrea and what she was doing with the Coven." Ares quietly explained.

"It might be possible... I suppose it would depend on whether this man or 
his sons have any talent for bestowing curses." Ima said thoughtfully.

"Okay. If we just work under the assumption that one of them can, then 
what are you going to do?" Conrad asked seriously.

"Over the years, we've compiled a reasonable facsimile of the original 
Brynn curse. Now, after all the work that we've done with Andrea, we've 
gained some skill in crafting and manipulating the counter-curse. So once 
the selected individual has been cursed..."

"No need to beat around the bush. I'm the only 'mundane' person here. It's 
going to be me." Conrad interrupted.

"True." Ima said with an apologetic smile at him, then continued, "Once this
D person, or one of his sons, has placed the Brynn curse on you, then we 
can bestow the counter-curse, in the form of an amulet."



"And then..." Conrad prompted.

"Then you'll need to go to each man in Brynnhollow and bestow the new 
curse on them so that they won't become ravening rapists when they 
encounter a bevy of marriageable women for the first time in their lives." 
Ima said frankly.

"You already knew that this was going to happen and you weren't going to 
do anything about it?" Rocky asked curiously.

"We suspected, but there was nothing that we could do." Ima said simply.

"If there's nothing else that we need to know right now, we need to go talk 
to D and the boys. Time is not on our side." Ares said, then looked at Ima 
with question.

"While you're doing that, we'll work on the counter-curse for the men." Ima 
said simply.

"Thank you, Ima." Ares said sincerely, then added, "By the way, you really 
do look wonderful."

"That's sweet of you to say. But until we can get this whole curse and 
counter-curse mess sorted out, it's best if we not dwell on that. It might 
lead to something that one of us would regret." Ima said frankly.

"I wasn't... I didn't mean..." Ares stammered.

"Let an old woman have her fantasies." Ima chuckled, then said, "Go on, 
now."

* * * * *

As they walked up the stairs, Rocky quietly said, "Since Agent Fastbeck is 
going to need to be here to get cursed, it would be kind of pointless for 
him to walk all the way down to Brynnhollow and back. You can fly. You 
could go and get D and his sons and bring them back here a lot faster."

"I hadn't thought of that." Ares said with surprise.



"I can stay here with him just in case one of the witches loses control. My 
half form is kind of fierce, so I can protect him." Rocky said seriously.

"That sounds like a good idea. I'll fly back to town, let D know what's going 
on, then we'll all head back here." Ares said decisively.

"If you talk to Mason, he should be able to get someone to drive you up." 
Rocky said thoughtfully.

"D has his own car. If you go with him, you can show him the way to the 
parking lot and back here." Conrad added helpfully.

"It seems the long way around, but it will be a lot easier on them not to 
have to hike up the side of this mountain." Ares agreed as they walked out 
the front door.

"Is there anything we can be doing while you're gone?" Conrad asked as they
walked into the courtyard.

"Just talk to the witches and see if there's anything more that you can learn
about their plan. As much as they're helping us, there's always a chance 
that they have some hidden agenda that we're not seeing." Ares said as he 
stopped and began to undress.

"That sounds like something that's right up my alley." Conrad said frankly.

"Yeah. It sounds like a good job for the FBI guy." Rocky said with a smile.

"I'll be back as soon as I can." Ares said simply, then suddenly changed into 
a large raven.

Conrad watched in wonder as Ares flew away.

As Conrad stood staring, Rocky knelt down and gathered Ares clothes.

* * * * *

"We've had a change of plans." Conrad said as they returned to the 
'dungeon'.

"Oh? What was that?" Ima asked curiously.



"Ares has gone to get D and his sons and we're going to stay here and wait 
for them. Is there anything we can do to help?" Conrad asked hopefully.

"Come and look at these pendants and decide which one you'd like to wear. 
Once we've crafted the counter-curse, you're going to have to wear it from 
then on." Ima said as she indicated a black velvet board with several silver 
pendants pinned to it.

"So, since I don't have magic of my own, I'll be wearing a pendant that 
contains the magic to bestow the curse?" Conrad asked slowly.

"Yes. That's exactly right. The amulet will be enchanted, imbued with our 
magic and within that will be the curse that you can bestow." Ima said 
seriously.

"That one's nice." Rocky said as he pointed to one of the pendants.

"It's a little too 'dragony' for my taste. I probably would have liked it when I
was your age, but I think I'd like something a little more restrained." 
Conrad said as he looked over the various different pendants.

"What about that one?" Rocky asked as he pointed at another.

"It's nice. I appreciate the craftsmanship. But I've never really felt any 
affinity for bears." Conrad said frankly, then turned to Ima and asked, "Is 
this like the Halloween masks in town? Am I going to be choosing my spirit 
animal or something like that?"

"The role of the Samhain masks has been discussed and debated for 
centuries. That, as with this, is something that no one can adequately 
explain. Just find what appeals to you and it may turn out to have some 
greater significance in the fullness of time... or it may not. Andrea's 
pendant represents her children and has nothing to do with her 
transformation." Ima said as she seemed to be searching for something in a 
large dusty tome.

After a moment of looking through the available selections, Conrad finally 
said, "I think I like this one."

"What is that?" Rocky asked curiously.



"Predators and prey." Conrad said with a smile.

"I see a fox... a dog, or maybe that's a wolf, a bird of some kind and is that 
a lizard?" Rocky asked as he moved closer to see.

"It's different types and kinds gathered together. I don't know why, but I get
a good feeling from it." Conrad said with a smile.

"So, it's decided?" Ima asked as she walked to Conrad's side.

"Yes. Not only is it well crafted, but it's also visually interesting."

"That it is. I suppose that if we wanted to, we could construct some long 
convoluted explanation about it representing the struggle for civility or 
banding together for the common good, but honestly, we don't have the 
time. If you're sure that this is the one you want, I'll get it ready while 
Vera's getting the cauldron going."

"How much of what you're doing is really witchcraft and how much is 
theatrics?" Conrad asked curiously.

Ima laughed at the question as she continued to work, then finally said, "I 
suppose that there's equal amounts of each. You have to admit that it 
wouldn't sound nearly as foreboding if I said that Vera was heating up the 
soup kettle."

"I suppose not." Conrad admitted, then asked, "But as I understand what 
you're doing, you follow precise strictures in the preparation of these 
'spells' of yours. That suggests to me that what you're doing is something of 
a science, rather than a religious invocation."

"Again, it's a little of both. We do have to perform the spells precisely to 
achieve the desired result. But we also have to be aware of the balance of 
forces at work. Something like the phase of the moon or the ascendance of 
Mercury in relation to Virgo may actually have some affect on the spell, 
even though the logical mind discounts it as irrelevant."

Conrad thought about that for a moment, then slowly asked, "Does that 
mean that you have to be aware of those astrological factors in addition to 
what's written in the spell book?"



"That's only the beginning. Even the ebb and flow of emotional states 
within a community can spoil a spell." Ima said frankly.

"And even when you take every single thing into account, there's still a 
chance that it won't work. Exact replication of the spell won't guarantee 
the desired result." Vera interjected.

"Is everything ready?" Ima asked hopefully.

"The cauldrons are heating. We still need to gather the ingredients." Vera 
answered.

"Gentlemen, we're going to be busy for the next little while. You may go 
upstairs and rest after your long journey, if you'd like." Ima said seriously.

"I'd like to stay here and watch, if I may." Conrad said immediately.

"As you like, but I won't be able to chat with you. We have quite a bit to do 
and time is short." Ima said simply.

"Excuse me, but do you have a tub or a pond of water somewhere that I can
use for a little bit?" Rocky asked uncomfortably.

"Yes, it's in the east courtyard. Kathryn can show you where that is." Ima 
said with a sympathetic smile at him.

"Thank you." Rocky said uneasily.

"Is something wrong?" Conrad asked his companion curiously.

"I didn't know that we'd be doing all of this today, I haven't changed for a 
while and I'm really needing to. I just thought that since they don't need for
us to do anything, maybe I could get it out of the way while we're waiting 
for Ares to return." Rocky said honestly.

"Would you like for me to go with you, or would you rather do it in private?"
Conrad asked cautiously.

"I normally wouldn't mind either way, but I promised Ares that I'd protect 
you. I won't be able to do that if you're down here and I'm floating in a pool
somewhere else."



"I don't think there's much more that I can do here, anyway."

"Are you ready to go?" A relatively young woman asked as she approached 
them.

"Kathryn?" Conrad guessed.

"Yes. Ima asked me to show you where the spring fountain is." Kathryn said 
pleasantly.

"Thank you. Yes, we're ready to go." Conrad answered for both of them.

"You don't need to be shy about it, I have an aquatic form, too." Kathryn 
said as she led the way.

"How often do you have to change?" Rocky asked curiously as they climbed 
the stairs.

"I don't know how often I 'have to' change, but I like to change early in the 
morning so I can enjoy watching the sunrise. The tranquility of it carries 
me through the rest of the day." Kathryn said with a smile.

"I usually only change when I have to. But I guess that I can see how 
starting out your day like that would make it easier to focus on everything 
else, since you don't have that stress of wanting to change nagging at you." 
Rocky said thoughtfully.

"Ima is going to need me when we start the spellcasting, but maybe we can
find the time to swim together some other time." Kathryn said warmly.

"I don't think that I've ever gone swimming with anyone else when I'm in my
animal form. That might be nice." Rocky said honestly.

Kathryn walked up to a window and pointed as she said, "There's the 
fountain. Don't worry, it's deeper than it looks. Unless you transform into a 
whale, you should have plenty of room."

"No. Not a whale." Rocky assured her.

"Good. I have to get back now. Enjoy your swim." Kathryn said before 
hurrying away.



After a moment to get his bearings, Conrad said, "I think that if we go 
through here, we'll get to the entrance to the courtyard."

"I think something just happened." Rocky said slowly.

"What's that?" Conrad asked curiously.

"She was being all nice and curious and interested and... I think you'd 
better hurry up and get that counter-curse." Rocky said anxiously.

"What are you feeling?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Something that I don't like." Rocky said as he fought to meet Conrad's eyes.

"I think I know what you're talking about, but can you explain it to me?"

"It's like the thinking part of my brain was shutting down and the feeling 
part was taking over. All of a sudden, I wanted to spend time with Kathryn 
and get to know more about her and... touch her." Rocky said anxiously.

"Your curse makes you desire her, and with the counter-curse on her, there's
nothing to curtail that desire. Prolonged or repeated exposure might even 
cause you to feel that you're 'in love'." Conrad speculated as they arrived at
the side of the fountain.

"I don't care about the magic that makes us change or keeps us from living 
in the outside world. All of that's fine with me. It's just the way that it is. 
But magic that messes with how you feel about people is WRONG. If I 
could, I'd do away with all the magic just to be free of that part of it." 
Rocky said with disgust.

"Maybe a little soak in the fountain will make you feel better about things."
Conrad quietly suggested, understanding that Rocky was feeling violated.

"Yeah." Rocky grunted absently, then thought to add, "Would you make sure 
that Kathryn doesn't go in there with me? I might not be able to control 
myself."

"I felt a little funny when Ares left you here to protect me. I feel a lot 
better about us protecting each other." Conrad assured him.



As Rocky shucked off his clothes, Conrad noticed that the young man had a 
rather determined erection.

Much to Conrad's surprise, when Rocky transformed, his body got larger 
rather than smaller.

The enormous fish was perched on the edge of the fountain, and Conrad 
realized that he had fins that were elongated and formed so that on land 
they could function much like feet.

With one little push, the six and a half foot long fish slipped into the water.

The dive was executed perfectly and didn't result in much of a splash.

Conrad walked to the edge of the fountain to watch as Rocky swam around,
getting familiar with his surroundings.

After a few minutes, Conrad sat on the edge of the fountain and looked out
over the forest of Brynnhollow.

'What have I gotten myself into?'

* * * * *

A while later, a splash in the water broke Conrad out of his wandering 
thoughts.

He turned to see Rocky, still in his fish form, with his head sticking out of 
the water.

"I'm fine if you want to stay in a little while longer." Conrad said easily, 
anticipating Rocky's question.

As Conrad watched, Rocky's form shifted to become considerably more 
humanoid.

In fact, as Rocky continued to change, Conrad recognized the form that he 
was taking.

"Have you ever seen 'Creature from the Black Lagoon'?" Conrad asked 
curiously.



As soon as his gills were out of the water, Rocky answered in a gurgling 
growl, "I haven't seen the movie, but Mason showed me a couple pictures of
it."

"I never thought that the creature from the movie might have been 
modeled after an actual being, but it's possible that someone might have 
encountered a Siyokoy, like you, and the mythology could have sprang from
that."

"That could be, or maybe the legend or mythology came about naturally, 
then when it came into the contemporary zeitgeist, our magic was 
somehow able to tap into that and give it physical form." Rocky said as he 
climbed out of the fountain.

"So you think that because a number of people either believe or are aware 
of the mythology that it makes it possible for witches to manifest it?" 
Conrad asked curiously as he watched Rocky transform back into his fully 
human form.

"Well, there's got to be a lot more to it than that. But I think that it's too 
easy to say that A causes B causes C. We should at least consider that C led 
to B which resulted in A." Rocky said frankly as he started to dress.

"That's a really good point. If we were able to establish causality, there 
might be some way that we could manipulate what's introduced into the 
collective consciousness and thereby add beneficial transformations into 
the possible pool for witches to draw upon."

"Do you mind if I ask you something?" Rocky asked as he sat down to pull on 
his socks and shoes.

"You can ask me anything. I might not answer, but you can ask."

"By doing this, helping us, you're kind of going to become one of us, in a 
way. I mean, you won't be a witch, but you'll be able to bestow a curse, 
like a witch. How do you think you're going to see yourself? Will you still be 
able to look in the mirror and call yourself human?"

"I guess I won't know about that until I'm actually in that position." Conrad 
said frankly, then added, "But after seeing how you were affected by 



Kathryn, I know that what I'm doing is right. I'm in law enforcement to help
people who need it and to stop people who harm others. When I look in the
mirror, I hope that whatever else I see, I'll also continue to see that looking
back at me. Human or witch, that's the core of who I am."

"But what are you going to do when you've closed the case and it's time for 
you to leave Brynnhollow?" Rocky asked as they walked away from the 
fountain.

"I'll look at the options that I have in front of me at that time and do what I
can to make the best possible decision."

Rocky nodded thoughtfully as they continued to walk.

"Actually, I might ask for your help when it comes to that."

"My help?"

"You seem to have a talent for looking at things from different 
perspectives. You might be able to spot an alternative that I wouldn't 
consider."

"I'll be happy to help, if I can."

"But before we worry about that, let's see what the witches have been able
to come up with."

* * * * *

As Conrad and Rocky walked into the 'dungeon', they were surprised to see 
Andrea standing aside and watching as the witches, including Juliet, 
worked on various projects around the room.

"Agent Fastbeck, it's good to see you again." Andrea said pleasantly.

"Please call me Conrad." He immediately responded, then continued, "I'm 
surprised to see you here. Were you able to get some sleep?"

"Yes. Not nearly enough, but if I can just keep going a few more days, I 
should have plenty of time to sleep next week." Andrea said pleasantly.

"Have they filled you in on what they're planning?" Conrad asked curiously.



"Ares did. He stopped at my house and told me what was going on, in case I
wanted to be here."

"I'm glad he thought to do that. You should be included." Conrad said with a
smile.

"There's more to it than that." Ima interrupted.

"What's that?" Conrad asked as he turned to face her.

"We've been working under the assumption that the unfettered witches that
you brought with you will be able to cast a curse. That is by no means a 
certainty. If it turns out that none of those witches has that talent, then it 
may be necessary for us to reengineer Andrea's curse to be able to bestow a
curse on you." Ima said frankly.

"I take it from your tone that that will be an undesirable outcome." Conrad 
said cautiously.

"It will force us to have to undo everything that we've done with Andrea to 
date and start from the beginning." Ima said seriously.

"Will that have any effect on the curses that she's already bestowed?" 
Conrad asked cautiously.

"It shouldn't, but with magic, one can never be certain. For now, let's just 
hope that one of the witches will have the ability to bestow a curse, so we 
won't have to find out."

"So is everything ready for when they arrive?"

"Not hardly. If you'll excuse me, I need to get back to this. Perhaps you 
three could go upstairs and wait for the bell to let our guests in through 
the gate?" Ima suggested.

"Sure. We've just been waiting for something to do to help." Conrad said 
seriously.

Andrea smiled at his response and gestured for him and Rocky to 
accompany her.



* * * * *

Once they were upstairs, Andrea thought to ask, "Can I get you anything 
while we wait?"

"If it wouldn't be too much of a bother, I could use something to eat and I 
can imagine that Rocky must be starving by now." Conrad said honestly.

"Have a seat and I'll be right back." Andrea said before dashing away.

After a long moment of silence between them, Rocky quietly said, "I didn't 
feel anything."

"What was that?"

"Like what I felt for Kathryn. I didn't feel that for Andrea."

"Well, maybe the interest has to go both ways before the magic works. If 
she's not interested in you, then the magic doesn't kick in and make you 
interested in her."

"I guess that's possible." Rocky said slowly, then added, "Besides, it'd be 
creepy if I was attracted to someone old enough to be my mom."

"I don't think the magic cares."

"Yeah. Age never seemed to make much of a difference to anyone back in 
Brynnhollow."

"If everything works out the way we're hoping, what do you think that 
you're going to do?"

"About what?"

"You've grown up expecting things to work out a certain way, based on the 
way things have always been. What are you going to do if all the rules 
suddenly change?"

"I guess I'll keep on doing what I'm doing until I have a reason to do 
something else."



"Listen, Rocky. I don't know how things are going to work out. But it looks 
like whatever happens, I'm going to be inexorably linked to Brynnhollow, 
probably for the rest of my life. What I'm trying to say is that I'll be here if 
you need me. If this new world doesn't make sense to you, I'll do my best to
help you figure things out."

"I'll be okay. You've got to remember that this place isn't like it is outside. 
It's not me against the rest of the world. Everyone in Brynnhollow will stand
up and fight for me if I need them to, just like I'd do for them. We're 
Brynns. We stick together."

"I'll still be here if you need me."

"Thanks."

* * * * *

Andrea walked into the room carrying a large tray with chunks of bread, 
meat and cheese.

"This is the best that I could do without actual 'cooking' and messing up 
their kitchen." Andrea explained.

"This is fine. Thank you." Conrad assured her.

"Yeah! This looks great!" Rocky said hungrily.

Andrea smiled at his response, then hurried out of the room again.

"You know, if things end up going the way that we're hoping tonight, we're 
going to be changing a lot of lives in a very positive way." Conrad said as he
tore off a chunk of bread.

"I just kind of wish that there was something that I could do to help you."

"Are you kidding? It's because of you that we're doing this at all!"

"How do you mean?"

"You're the one who asked the questions that started all of this. I don't want
to imagine how bad things might have gone if not for you."



"I guess so. But I still feel like I should be doing something."

"If things go right tonight, what do you think we'll be doing tomorrow?"

"You'll be cursing people... men, trying to get them all ready for Monday 
night."

"I'm not from here, Rocky. I don't know anyone and they don't know me. 
How do you think it's going to work if a stranger walks up to some random 
man and asks him, "Do you mind if I curse you?"

"Yeah. That might not work out too well." Rocky reluctantly chuckled.

"Would you like some wine?" Andrea asked as she carried a tray with a 
bottle and three glasses.

"That sounds perfect." Conrad said to her with a smile.

"Andrea, how do you get people to go along with letting you curse them?" 
Rocky asked curiously.

"The way I ended up doing it was to find one person to curse, then tell 
them that if they knew of anyone else who wanted to be cursed, to meet 
with me the next night. It worked kind of like a ripple pattern, each night 
with more and more people, until I finally had them all." Andrea said 
frankly.

"We don't have enough time to do it that way. I think we're going to have to
go door to door... even then we're going to miss a lot of people." Rocky said
thoughtfully.

"What about if we set up a stand or a cart on the main street, like Ares' 
grandfather did? If we let people know that we offer a service that will 
benefit them, maybe we can get them to come to us." Conrad said 
thoughtfully.

"Yeah. And if it does something that they can actually see and know that it 
works, then word of mouth could get them to come to you." Rocky said 
with a nod.



"But the curse doesn't do anything that you can see at first. It's mostly 
mental." Andrea said quietly.

"Maybe, if we ask them right now, we can get Ima to add something to the 
curse so that they'll think that they're getting something really good." Rocky
suggested.

"Let's ask her now. Hopefully it's not too late to add something else to it." 
Conrad said as he stood.

Andrea and Rocky immediately followed him out of the room.

* * * * *

The sound of a ringing bell caused all three to look up in unison.

"They made good time." Rocky said as he started toward the door.

"I'm guessing that they were sufficiently motivated." Conrad said as he 
followed.

The group walked across the front courtyard and to the heavy iron gate. As 
they approached, they saw the gunmetal silver car waiting and Ares 
standing by the rope.

Conrad and Rocky pulled the gates open wide to allow the car entry.

When the car stopped, the back doors immediately flew open and four boys
piled out.

At Conrad's questioning look, Ares quietly admitted, "I couldn't say no."

"Did Ares fill you in on what we're planning?" Conrad asked D as he got out 
of the car.

"Yes. But I'm afraid that we may have a problem." D said gravely.

"You don't do curses?" Conrad guessed.

"No. I don't have that talent." D confirmed.

"What about the boys?" Conrad asked as he felt his hopes falling.



"As I'm sure you can understand, curses aren't something that we typically 
teach our children." D said slowly.

"I guess that makes sense." Conrad reluctantly admitted.

"Considering G's gifts that we know about, it's highly unlikely that he will 
have a talent for curses. We can try, but I don't hold much hope." D said 
frankly.

"What about Paul?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"His flavor of magic can be a bit troublesome. While he is more likely to be 
able to bestow a curse, with no training it's possible... probable that it will 
get out of hand." D said reluctantly.

"Excuse me, but you're talking to a mundane person who didn't believe in 
magic yesterday. I don't know what you're saying or trying not to say. And 
while I usually wouldn't have a problem with that, I think the stakes are too
high for us to be playing word games right now." Conrad said seriously.

"Paul's biological father was a demon. Paul's magic is demonic. For him to 
tap into his power risks releasing hell on earth." D said firmly, then asked, 
"Is that simple enough for you?"

"Yeah." Conrad said as he remembered Paul in his demonic form the night 
before.

"However, I agree that it may be the only practical way of doing what needs
to be done. Let's go talk to your witches and evaluate the risks. Time is not 
our friend right now." D said firmly.

"D, this is Andrea." Ares said as he gestured toward her.

"A pleasure." D said to her, then turned behind him and said, "Boys! 
Remember, this isn't playtime. We're here to do serious work. If you can't 
manage that, then it would be best if you stayed with the car."

"You're going to have to trust us someday." G said with exasperation.

"If you can behave reasonably, today might be that day." D said, then 
motioned for them to follow the others into the castle.



* * * * *

"My, look at the lot of you." Ima said with a grin.

"We may have a problem." Conrad said, wanting to cut right to the chase.

"What might that be?" Ima asked curiously.

"D can't bestow curses. He doesn't think that G will be able to either. That 
leaves Paul, who's a..." Conrad faltered, then looked at D helplessly.

"...Cambion. A half demon." D said simply.

"Really? When you let loose, you must really let loose." Ima said with a grin 
at D.

"He's my wife's son from a former relationship, but I've since adopted him 
as my own." D said seriously.

"Paul, was it?" Ima asked as she looked him over critically.

"Yes, ma'am." Paul said cautiously.

"Have you ever bestowed a curse or learned the proper technique?" Ima 
asked carefully.

"No. That's something they really don't want us doing. I've heard that when 
we get to college, that we can learn stuff like that, if we want to." Paul 
said frankly.

"There's no time to teach you." Ima muttered to herself in thought, then 
glanced back at Paul speculatively.

"What?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Do you have a demonic aspect?"

"What do you mean?"

"Can you transform yourself into a demon?"

"Yes..." Paul reluctantly answered.



"Would you do that for me right now? I want to try something." Ima asked 
carefully.

Paul looked at his father anxiously and received a nod.

After making a few hand gestures while concentrating, Paul began to grown
taller and his body reformed into that of a demon.

"Good. Good." Ima said as she looked Paul over critically.

"Did you find a way to make it work?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Perhaps." Ima said slowly, then looked Paul in the eyes as she said, "I'm 
speaking to the other, the inner, the hidden."

Paul looked at her with confusion at the strange words.

"The rider cannot help, I require the service of that being ridden. Come 
forth in voice, I demand it."

"Speak. Ask what thou wilt." Paul answered in a deep gravely voice..

"We need for the rider to bestow a curse, but he has no skill. Will you aid 
him?"

"Such a thing is possible. Why should it comply?" The voice asked coldly.

"Because I can banish it. I can separate it from it's rider. Forever." Ima said 
firmly.

"It must protect the rider. So shall it be." The voice trailed off.

"What the hell was that?" G asked fearfully.

"What happened?" Paul asked groggily.

"Nothing to worry about, dear. I think we just found a way to make things 
work out." Ima assured Paul, then cast a warning glance in G's direction.

"Can I change back now?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Yes. I won't need your help for a while, yet. Make yourself comfortable." 
Ima said gently.



Paul closed his eyes and his demonic features started to fade. At the same 
time, the clothes that he had been wearing all seemed to be reshaping 
themselves to accommodate his changing body.

"How do you make your clothes do that?" Deimos asked quickly.

"Yeah. Can you teach us?" Cain asked hopefully.

"Yeah. It's a basic spell. You might be able to do it." Paul said with a smile 
as he joined the boys.

G made his way closer to Ima and whispered, "What did you do to Paul?"

"Ask your father. I have things that I need to be attending to, just at the 
moment."

G looked back at his father in time to see him look away.

"You knew about this?" G asked accusingly.

"Paul doesn't know, and you can't tell him until he's ready." D said to his son 
firmly.

"Doesn't know what? I don't know what I just saw." G said seriously.

"It appears as though Paul's biological father must have given Paul a little 
helper, to keep him safe in the mundane world." D said carefully.

"Paul's possessed by a demon?" G asked cautiously.

"Technically, yes. But I think it's more of a shared occupancy arrangement."
D said reluctantly.

"And you knew that Paul had that thing inside him?" G accused.

"I had my suspicions." D confirmed.

"And you didn't do anything about it?" G asked in a wounded tone.

"G, it keeps Paul safe. Maybe one day he won't need it any more, but until 
that day comes, I want Paul to have every advantage that he can get. 



You've got to admit, he had quite a few cards already dealt against him 
when he first arrived with us."

"It won't hurt him?" G asked cautiously.

"No. It would die before causing Paul a moment of pain. And what's more, 
since you're so close to Paul, I'm sure that it would actively work to protect 
you as well." D explained.

G nodded his understanding as he slowly walked away.

"I guess being a witch doesn't make parenting any easier." Conrad said 
quietly.

D glanced at him, then gave a weary smile as he said, "Not one bit."

* * * * *

"I think that's got it!" Ima said, startling most of the people in the room.

"You've got it ready?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"Yes. Agent Fastbeck, could you stand right over here? Everyone else, you 
might want to stand away a bit. You wouldn't want to get caught in any 
overspray from the curse." Ima told the others surrounding Conrad.

After a moment for people to shift around, Ima then said, "Paul, it's your 
turn."

"I don't know what to do." Paul said weakly.

"That's no problem. I think I have it worked out so that when you start 
casting the spell, all you'll have to do is let it happen." Ima assured him.

"We don't have any spells like that at school. Every time I know that we're 
having a spelling test, I have to study for three or four hours to prepare for 
it." Paul said frankly.

"This is... consider it a shortcut. You'll still need to study for your regular 
tests, but just this once you'll be able to do it the easy way. Just take a 
mental step back. You don't have to think about it." Ima told him 
pleasantly.



"Okay, what do I have to do?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Change into your demon form, then I'll get you the parchment to read 
from." Ima told him seriously.

Paul once again made the few hand gestures, which the others now knew 
were part of the spell on his clothes, then he willed himself to begin to 
change.

Conrad watched, this time more in appreciation than wonder, as the quiet, 
timid boy transformed into the enormous, muscular demon.

"Very good, Paul. Now I'm going to give you the text. All you'll really need 
to do is focus on Agent Fastbeck, then read the text. Everything else should
happen naturally... or supernaturally, depending on how you look at it." Ima
finished with a grin at her own joke.

Paul started reading the parchment in his hand silently as everyone waited 
for what was going to happen next.

Conrad felt a sudden prickling heat wash over his skin as an acrid odor 
assaulted him.

Others around the room were likewise affected, but everyone remained 
silent as Paul slowly began to speak.

His impossibly low raspy voice began to mutter in an incomprehensible 
language, possibly Latin, or Latin based, but certainly not anything that 
anyone in the room could recognize.

As Paul continued to speak, the heat and humidity in the room rose to 
uncomfortable levels and the vile odors came one after another, wafting 
through the room.

When Paul's voice finally trailed off, he took a step forward and raised one 
of his claw-like hands and took Conrad's into his for a brief moment. 
Releasing Conrad's hand, he then touched one fingertip to Conrad's lips and 
held it there, just for a second. Finally, he placed a hand over Conrad's 
rapidly beating heart.



"Your touch is cursed. Your words are cursed. Your heart is cursed. So shall 
it be." Paul said in English as he stepped back.

In that moment, Conrad felt as though he had been doused with icy cold 
water. The chill washed over him, literally from head to toe. His head was 
first to register the sensation, then it washed over the rest of his body.

"Conrad? Are you alright?" Andrea asked with concern.

"I... What..." Conrad stammered incoherently.

"Can I get you a drink or anything? You look like you're about to faint." 
Andrea said as she stepped closer to him.

"I don't know. All of a sudden I'm so light headed." Conrad said as his vision 
started to narrow.

Seeing that he was on the verge of passing out, Andrea quickly grabbed 
hold of him, only to find herself holding his empty clothes.

"What just happened?" G asked into the otherwise silent room.

"Conrad? Are you alright?" Andrea asked as she knelt down and helped to 
free him from his clothes.

The bird squawked as soon as it's head was free from the tangle.

"If you're anything like I was, you're really confused right now, but all you 
have to do is remember what it felt like to be a person, and then push 
yourself to feel that way again. I know how it sounds, but that's really all 
there is to it." Andrea gently explained.

After a long moment of everyone watching and waiting, the black swan 
began to grow, assuming a mostly humanoid form.

"If you stop where you are right now, your feathers will cover your... 
modest areas." Andrea told Conrad quietly.

"Don't mind us. You can keep going if you want." Vera said from across the 
room.

"Worth the price of admission." Ima said with a grin at her.



"What just happened?" Conrad was finally able to ask.

"When Andrea touched you, your curse reacted by forcing you to 
transform." Ares said simply.

"That's exactly the same thing that happened to me when Ares touched me 
after my curse." Andrea said seriously.

"It seems that Paul was able to do much more than I had anticipated. He 
has not only bestowed the initial Brynn curse, but also woven in the 
groundwork for the counter-curse. But no matter. Now that it's done, we 
can carry on." Ima said as she stepped away from her sisters.

"What do we need to do next?" Conrad asked her cautiously.

"Don't worry, this part is very simple. Since Paul did all the heavy lifting, all
you have to do is accept your talisman from me and the counter-curse will 
be bestowed." Ima said as she picked up a black velvet pillow with a silver 
pendant on a chain on it.

"Do I need to change or something before I do that?" Conrad asked 
uncertainly.

"You can if you like. I'm certain that no one here would complain." Ima said 
with a grin.

"Agent Fastbeck?" G asked cautiously.

"Yes?"

"If you want, I can give you cover while you dress yourself."

"Would you please?"

G made a simple 'raising' gesture with one hand, then waited as Conrad 
dressed himself in a reasonably good approximation of a department store 
changing room.

"Party pooper." Vera grumbled at G.

In response, G let his 'clown' features come into being, especially the big 
irritating smirk.



"Thank you, G. That was very helpful." Conrad announced.

"No prob." G responded, then made a 'lowering' gesture with his hand that 
corresponded to the 'changing room' dissolving into nothingness.

"Take this pendant." Ima said as she offered it to Conrad on the pillow.

Conrad took the pendant then looked around, waiting for something to 
happen.

"That's it. You're done." Ima said pleasantly.

"I don't feel any different." Conrad said honestly.

"You aren't really. Except that now you can transform, like everyone else 
around here. And more importantly, you can bestow a curse on someone 
who is in need of it." Ima said frankly.

"How do you mean?" Conrad asked cautiously.

"I mean, when you find someone who needs your curse, you can bestow it 
on him. Your restrictions are the same as Andrea's. You have to touch the 
person you're cursing, you have to tell them that you're cursing them, and 
you have to want the curse to be bestowed." Ima said seriously.

"No one can make you curse them or someone else. You have to decide that
it's the right thing to do." Andrea added.

"Also, never curse someone who doesn't have the original Brynn curse 
active in them. Very bad and unpredictable things could happen if you did 
that." Vera said firmly.

"Rocky." Conrad said, noticing that Rocky was staring, transfixed on 
Kathryn.

"What?" Rocky asked as he blinked and tried to tear his gaze away from her.

"You started all of this. Would you like to be the first to receive the new 
curse?" Conrad asked as he held Rocky's gaze.

"Does it hurt?" Rocky asked cautiously.



Conrad looked toward Ima inquiringly.

"No. Not at all. It just makes your libido a bit more... discerning, and a bit 
less active." Ima said carefully.

"You don't have to. We can do it later." Conrad said simply.

"No. Now it's my turn to cross the bridge first." Rocky said with a smile.

Conrad returned the smile, then took Rocky by the hand, looked him in the 
eye and said, "I curse you."

"That's how you do it!" Andrea said approvingly, then started to clap.

The others around the room joined in as Conrad released Rocky's hand and 
stepped out of his personal space.

When the applause died down, Ima suddenly said, "Oh, that's right, I forgot 
to warn you."

"Now you tell me? You forgot to warn me about what?" Conrad asked 
cautiously.

"It's nothing bad. It's just, when we were talking about how to make men 
want to be cursed... well, I didn't know what men would most want so I 
kind of made up a little magical grab bag for them. It doesn't really amount
to much, but you might be able to sell it as something positive enough to 
make the men overlook that they're actually being cursed." Ima said 
reluctantly.

"So, what exactly did you just trick me into doing to Rocky?" Conrad asked 
firmly.

"We came up with five common wishes that we thought men might want 
and wove it into the curse to grant the one they wanted most." Ima quickly 
explained.

"So what is taken, is the excess of the original curse and what is given is a 
wish fulfilled?" Conrad asked carefully.

"Yes. That's it, plain and simple." Ima confirmed.



"What are the five wishes?" Ares asked cautiously.

"I think it's better if I let you figure that out for yourselves. Maybe if you 
tell people that they're getting their deepest, unspoken wish granted the 
placebo effect will be on our side and people will assume that all kinds of 
crazy things are their wish coming true." Ima finished with a smile.

"But there really is a wish being granted, isn't there?" Conrad asked to 
confirm.

"Yes. From within the context of the curse, a wish fulfilled establishes a 
balance, which in-turn roots itself into the subject's innate magic, which 
fuels the curse, which fuels the wish fulfillment..." Ima trailed off.

"...Which results in the granted wish being permanent." Conrad finished the
thought.

"Can you give us a clue as to what the wishes are? It might help us to 'sell' it
to the men of Brynnhollow.

"Each of the wishes is something that it is in my power, as a witch, to 
provide. In other words, I'm not going to make anyone a president, a king 
or an emperor. I don't have that kind of power. "Each of the wishes is 
something that people generally want. No one wishes for a jar of Hilda's 
pickled prune preserves, so they aren't on the list."

"You don't like my prunes?" Hilda asked in offense.

"Of course I do. Your prunes are quite lovely, dear... and quite effective. I'm
just saying that they aren't commonly wished for."

Hilda reluctantly nodded her acceptance.

"And they're magical." Ima finished with a smile.

"What are?" Conrad asked uncertainly, not entirely sure if they were still 
talking about Hilda's prunes or not.

"When the wish is fulfilled, you'll know it's magic. I'm not farting around 
with fuzzy warm feelings and the wonder of morning dew. Whatever it 



turns out to be, you'll know that it happened by magic and that it's your 
wish being granted."

"Oh? Well, Rocky. I guess you've got that to look forward to." Conrad said 
with a smile at the young man who had been such a help to him.

"Do me next! I already know what I want!" Deimos said suddenly.

"I think that lends to the idea that the wishes will prompt people to want 
to receive the curse." Ima said frankly.

"What's your wish?" Cain asked his brother curiously.

"I don't have to say it, do I?" Deimos asked Ima seriously.

"No. You don't even have to decide what it is that you want. Of those 
wishes offered, the one you desire most will be granted." Ima once again 
explained.

"Come on, Agent Conrad. I'm ready. Go ahead and do it." Deimos said firmly.

"Fastbeck." He absently corrected as he looked at Ima, then at Ares, to see 
if either of them objected to what he was about to do.

"Come here." Conrad said as he held out his hand in invitation.

Deimos placed his hand in Conrad's and waited.

"I curse you." Conrad said simply.

"Thanks!" Deimos said happily, then turned to Ima and asked, "How long 
does it take to work?"

"With magic, one can never tell. It could happen immediately or I suppose 
it could take as long as four or five days." Ima said consideringly.

Deimos released Conrad's hand and hurried to Cain, Paul and G as he said, 
"Let's see if it worked."

The adults around the room watched as the boys gathered into a close 
group.



"What do you suppose that he wanted?" Ares finally asked.

"I can think of two things..." Ima began to say when she was interrupted.

"I did it! It worked!" Deimos happily called out.

"What's that?" Ares asked cautiously.

Deimos erupted from the group of boys with a ball of fire balanced in the 
palm of his hand.

"That was one of them." Ima confirmed.

"What's his gift?" Ares asked cautiously.

"Access to one of his blocked magical abilities." Ima said simply.

"So, the curse typically prevents most of your people from accessing their 
magic, but one of the five possible wishes is to grant them access to one of
those abilities?" Conrad asked to confirm.

"That's right. Were it in my power, I would grant everyone full access to all 
their abilities, but that simply can't be done." Ima confirmed.

"So, are you saying that Deimos had an innate ability for fire magic, but 
was prevented from using it. But since it was what he most desired, he now
has access to it?" Ares asked slowly.

"Yes. Because the affinity for fire was something that he was born with, 
he's always had that desire within him but no way to express it." Ima said 
slowly.

"And seeing Paul and Jim playing catch with fireballs probably just made it 
that much worse for him." D added quietly.

"Can you do me next?" Cain asked hopefully.

"Do you already know what you want?" Conrad asked curiously.

"No. But if it's as cool as Deimos', I don't really care what it is."

Conrad held out his hand, and accepted Cain's.



"I curse you." Conrad said with a smile.

"Thanks!" Cain said happily.

"It looks like you're going to have a lot of work ahead of you in the next few
days, Agent Fastbeck." D said frankly.

"It does look that way." Conrad agreed, then turned and asked, "Since we're
here, do you want for me to curse you too?"

"We might as well, although I can't imagine what gift I'll be receiving. I've 
already got everything that I could want." Ares said honestly.

Agent Fastbeck took Ares' hand and gave it a quick squeeze as he said, "I 
curse you."

"Thank you." Ares responded with a smile.

"Is there anything else that we need to do before we head off to 
Brynnhollow?"

"I just wanted to tell you that everything is being prepared for Monday at 
sunset." Andrea said seriously.

"The elders said that they were certain that if there were any change of 
plan that you'd notify them." Ares told her.

"Yes. I appreciate them not hounding me, constantly wanting updates. The 
only thing I'm going to need in the immediate future is for a few boxes to 
be delivered to the Coven before Monday. It's all the masks that I've 
gathered for them."

"Are they at your house? Because I can take care of that, if you need me 
to." Rocky volunteered.

"Yes. Is there any way that you could do that sometime tomorrow 
afternoon? I'd like to make one more trip to Dark's to be sure that I have a 
mask for everyone before I send them off." Andrea asked hopefully.



"That'll work out fine. I have some other stuff to do in the morning..." 
Rocky trailed off, then looked to Conrad and asked, "You don't need for me 
to be there with you if you're setting up a stand, do you?"

"No. I think that we've done everything that needed to be done. I should be
fine from here on, but if I do need your help, be sure to know that I'll call 
on you."

"That goes both ways. Since I know that you'll listen to me and take me 
seriously, you can count on me showing up if I need you for something." 
Rocky said seriously.

"If we're all done here, we should think about heading back home. I don't 
want Grandpa to feel too put upon, seeing after things at the house in my 
absence." Ares said to the group.

"Since Grandpa Lowell's there, is it okay if Cain and I fly home? That way 
you should have enough room in the car for everyone." Deimos asked 
hopefully.

"Be careful not to drop your brother. And be sure to stay away from any 
populated areas in your animal forms." Ares warned.

"Yes, Dad. We promise." Deimos said for both of them.

"Conrad, would you like to fly over to my place before going on to Ares'? 
That way I can help you get used to changing into your oskmey form." 
Andrea asked pleasantly.

"Actually, I might need your help learning how to fly, before I can learn 
anything else." Conrad said frankly.

"The flying instinct comes hardwired. It's as natural as breathing to us." 
Andrea said with a smile.

"Conrad, make sure that you keep your talisman with you and don't let 
anyone else touch it." Ima warned.

"Don't worry, I'll fill him in on all the tricks of the trade." Andrea assured 
her, then turned to Ares and asked, "Do you want to fly over with us?"



"No, thank you. I'm going to ride along with D so that I can show them the 
way back to the house." Ares said with a smile at her.

"Would you mind taking our clothes there with you?"

"I wouldn't mind at all."

"Then I guess we'd better go." D said as he started toward the door.

* * * * *

Once everyone was upstairs, Andrea led Conrad to the front door and the 
others followed.

"If you need me for anything, you'll probably be able to catch me in the 
morning." Andrea said as she walked to the center of the courtyard.

"I think we're all clear about what's going to happen next, but we'll get in 
touch if we need anything." Ares assured her.

Andrea then turned to Conrad and quietly said, "This time you're going to 
remember what it felt like to change into a swan. It's probably already 
calling to you, so all you'll really have to do is let it happen. Once you've 
changed, make sure that you've still got your talisman around your neck. 
Ares is going to see to our clothes, so you won't have to worry about that. 
Just get free of the clothes and when you're ready, we'll take flight." 
Andrea said instructively.

"I guess I'm ready when you are." Conrad said simply.

"Go ahead and change. Once I see that you're not having any problem, I'll 
change too."

Conrad closed his eyes and concentrated on what it felt like when he had 
unexpectedly changed before. This time it was a simple matter of just 
letting go and letting it happen. Between one moment and the next, he 
found himself in a tent of his own clothes.

As everyone watched, the black swan and the white swan took flight into 
the star filled night, each with a silver talisman around their necks.



* * * * *

As Andrea had said, word seemed to spread in a ripple pattern. Conrad 
ended up at Lowell's cart and countless people came to him, asking for his 
curse.

Carn and the others had let it be known that not only was Conrad's 'gift' 
legitimate, but that they had accepted it themselves.

When Monday finally arrived, the carts were gone from the main street and
the party had begun. A feast to rival all feasts was presented, up and down 
the main street, for all to share.

The group of boys seemed to have split into two factions. Jim, Paul and 
Deimos were openly demonstrating their fire abilities for anyone willing to 
watch. Tannis, Cain and G seemed to be more interested in tasting every 
variety of food that Brynnhollow had to offer.

As night approached, Conrad, Ares and D walked, all dressed in their 
masks, to the natural amphitheater where new celebrants displayed their 
first transformations for all to see. Conrad was conspicuous by the fact that
rather than wearing a cloak, he chose to wear his business suit.

"Shouldn't we have gone with Carn and the others to open the drawbridge?" 
Conrad asked with concern.

"No. They have Mason and his people with them. We'd only be in the way." 
D assured him.

"How long do you think it will be before they arrive?" Ares asked anxiously.

"There's no way of knowing that without knowing what they're planning on 
doing." D said simply, then turned to Conrad and asked, "Has Andrea said 
anything to you about what they're planning?"

"She's said that 'The Queen' has seen to organizing her people. But that's 
about all." Conrad said honestly.

"How are things going with you and Andrea?" Ares asked curiously.



"She's been helping me come to terms with... what I've become. I didn't 
think it would be so difficult." Conrad said honestly.

"If you ever need a sympathetic ear, Paul is someone you might consider 
talking to." D suggested easily.

"Your son, Paul? Why?" Conrad asked in confusion.

"He was raised believing that he was human. On my wedding day, one year 
ago today, to be exact, he discovered that his mother was a witch and his 
biological father was a demon. I can't imagine what he went through, 
coming to terms with discovering such things about himself." D said frankly.

"He seems to have come through it okay." Ares observed.

"Yes. With the help and support of his friends and family, he came through 
something that might easily have destroyed someone weaker." D confirmed.

"It looks like they're starting." Conrad said as he pointed to the stage area.

"For most of these kids, it's going to be their first transformation. This is 
the biggest day in their lives so far." Ares explained to Conrad quietly.

"Like a rite of passage?" Conrad asked curiously.

"Exactly." Ares said, then they all watched as a twelve year old boy 
flawlessly transformed into an owl.

Applause rose up from the entire gathering as the small owl changed back 
to his human form and quickly donned his robe.

Conrad noticed a movement, and watched Dark step up to Ares' side.

As the next celebrant stepped forward, Conrad felt a hand on his shoulder.

When he turned, he saw Andrea, wearing a white swan mask.

Conrad couldn't help but smile to himself, knowing that he was wearing the
black version of the same mask.

Without Ares, Dark or D noticing, Conrad slipped away with Andrea toward 
the back of the amphitheater.



"What's going on?" Conrad asked as soon as they were far enough away so as
not to disturb anyone.

"The women are here. They're entering town right now. I was hoping that 
you'd stand with me with the elders." Andrea said honestly.

"I'd be honored to stand with you." Conrad said simply.

* * * * *

Andrea, in her white mask and cloak, accompanied by Conrad, in his black 
mask and suit, walked over the rise to where they had an unobstructed 
view of all of Brynnhollow.

The women were all wearing light colored robes and each of them wore a 
mask.

"Is it time?" A voice said from beside Conrad, startling him.

He turned and smiled at the small woman, wearing a Chinese dragon mask.

"It looks that way." Conrad confirmed, then said, "I didn't know if you'd 
come down off your mountain."

"If we come down at all, it's for this celebration. But this year there's more 
of a reason to celebrate than most." Ima finished happily.

Conrad saw that Vera, Hilda and Kathryn were present and he couldn't help 
but ask, "Where's Juliet?"

"She's marching with the women. Some of them were nervous about their 
reception here, so Juliet volunteered to walk with them." Andrea said with 
a smile.

"I bet you wanted to go with her." Conrad speculated.

"If it weren't necessary for me to be here leading the way, then yes, I would
be with them." Andrea admitted.

"What are they going to do when they get here?" Conrad asked curiously.



"Carn is going to make an announcement to everyone about what is 
happening. You and I will be there to stand with him. When that's done... 
we'll see what happens." Andrea said simply.

"I've been so busy with cursing people that I haven't heard, have you come 
up with a plan for what to do with all the women returning at once?" 
Conrad asked curiously.

"We'll explain that in a few minutes. Let's watch and wait for the last new 
celebrants to finish. We don't want to interrupt their special day." Andrea 
said as she guided Conrad to walk with her.

Ima and the others automatically followed as they returned to the top of 
the rise where they could see both the celebrants transforming and the 
women approaching.

"I thought I wasn't going to find you." Rocky said with a smile at Conrad as 
he approached. Although he was wearing a fish mask and robe of a 
matching color, having seen Rocky's transformation, Conrad had no doubt 
that it was him.

"It's the mask. No one could ever guess it was me." Conrad said with a 
smile.

"Right, like there's so many suit wearing black swans running around this 
place." Rocky chuckled, then continued, "I went to help open the Coven. I 
think they're as scared as we are."

"That would make sense."

* * * * *

The new celebrants were just finishing up as the first of the women from 
the Coven arrived at the edge of the amphitheater. Carn motioned for 
Andrea and Conrad to come forward and stand with him.

"Come on, Rocky. This is your victory, too." Conrad coaxed.

"I didn't do anything." Rocky said hesitantly.



"Let's not go through that again. We're here, now, in large part thanks to 
you." Conrad said firmly, then added, "Come on."

Rocky finally reluctantly walked with Conrad to the stage area to join Carn 
and the other elders.

"Everyone! Please, if I may have your attention for just a moment!" Carn 
called out.

"On behalf of the Brynnhollow elders, I would like to thank all of you for 
joining in this celebration with us. In a sense, this has become something of
a new year's celebration for us. No, we don't turn the calendars, but this 
has become the day when we close one chapter and begin the next. We 
choose to let the past lie in the past and press forward leaving old 
heartaches and resentments behind."

Lachlan stepped to Carn's side and continued the thought, "In the spirit of 
ushering in a new day, we are pleased and honored to have the members of
'The Coven' joining us. Before anyone can become concerned, the madness 
that forced them into exile has been cured. There is no reason to fear or 
distrust them. Our mothers, sisters, wives and daughters have returned to 
us. This is a day for celebration."

The procession of women walked around the amphitheater, led by a blond 
woman in a rather eerie unadorned porcelain white mask.

Carn and Lachlan stood aside and welcomed the woman to take center 
stage.

"As was said, we are your mothers, your sisters, your wives and your 
daughters... but before any of that, we are ourselves. This night, we will 
share in your celebration and revel in being able to visit with loved ones 
and catch up on old times. But when this night is over, we will return to our
home. Our people and yours will be free to come and go as they please and
it is hoped that in time both populations will normalize to a balance of men
and women... but that will take time. For now, before all of you, I, Queen 
Marimba, formerly known as Ophelia Brynnmoore, declare that The Coven 
is no more. Henceforth, the community of women to the northeast of 
Brynnhollow shall be known as Brynnhaven."



Rather than applause, as might have been expected, there was nothing but
stunned silence. Had it been just a bit earlier in the year, there most 
certainly would have been the sound of crickets chirping in the distance.

Finally, Carn stepped forward and said, "Anticipating the reactions of 
people to the news, we've asked that extra wine be made available for the 
occasion. The streets of Brynnhollow are open to you, mix and mingle. 
Reconnect or form new friendships. In other words, HAVE FUN!"

"That's the plan?" Conrad asked Andrea incredulously.

"Did you have something else in mind?" Andrea asked with amusement at his
reaction.

"I don't know, I thought maybe each woman would be reintroduced to the 
community or something..." Conrad trailed off.

"Do you have any idea how long that would take? This way, the 
announcement was made and people can work it out for themselves. No 
one has to worry about having enough food, or beds or anything like that." 
Andrea said frankly.

"But I can't be sure that all the men got the curse. What happens if one or 
more of them lose control?" Conrad asked anxiously.

"You'll curse them. All the women know about the curse on the men and 
will see that they're brought to you." Andrea said simply, then looked 
around before continuing, "Carn suggested that all of us should circulate to 
see if we can spot any problems."

"Right. That's probably a good idea." Conrad said as he watched the women 
slowly infiltrating the clustered group of men in the amphitheater.

"Mom!" Conrad heard a familiar voice call out and turned in time to see 
Rocky hugging a woman with all his might.

After a moment of watching, Andrea quietly asked, "Do you think it was 
worth all of the struggle that we went through?"



Conrad smiled at the question and without reservation, he answered, "It 
was."

The End
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Case Files

Case#20151022F

"Is that it?" Charity asked hopefully.

"No such luck." Alana said tiredly.

"It's less than ten days until Halloween. Remember, this is our holiday 
season." Derek said, obviously trying to inject some cheer into the 
conversation.

"People see a few jack o'lanterns and all of a sudden every time a 
floorboard creaks, they're sure that their house is haunted." Charity said 
wearily.

"Let's just tough it out. We're almost done." Alana reassured her, then 
continued, "Case number 20151022F, our contact is named Lorraine Hyde. 
She called on us regarding a friend of hers who just moved into a house 
that she's sure is haunted."

"Seriously? Let me guess, creaking floorboards and an unexplained feeling 
of being watched." Charity said tiredly.

"Actually, no. Keep in mind that what Lorraine told me is second hand, 
but... just listen. There are some elements of this that caught my 
attention." Alana said seriously.

"It's your show." Derek said simply.

"Right. Let's see. To start with, it appears that the house already has 
something of a reputation for being haunted." Alana began.



"Just like ninety percent of the houses in Massachusetts." Charity 
interjected.

Alana didn't dignify the statement with more than a glance in Charity's 
direction, then she continued, "The Hinton family moved into the house 
three weeks ago and almost immediately, started on renovations."

"Okay. So far we have a known haunted house and renovations, that's two 
red flags." Derek said seriously.

"Lorraine, she goes by the name Lorra, made contact with one of the 
members of the household to find out if they've experienced any 
paranormal activity. Antonia Hinton, who goes by Toni, reported hearing 
whispering voices that sounded afraid." Alana said carefully.

"If every person who thought they heard voices was actually experiencing a 
haunting, we'd be up to our necks in ghosts." Charity said frankly.

"Granted. But typically, when people are telling ghost stories, they talk 
about the ghosts saying something ominous. Lorra said that Toni only hears 
panicked whispers and faint running footsteps." Alana said carefully.

"There's the creaking floorboards." Charity said quickly.

Alana smiled, despite herself, then asked, "Happy?"

"Yeah, I am if we're almost done. Believe it or not, I really do have a life 
outside of this place." Charity said honestly.

"I'll believe that when I have verifiable evidence." Derek said with a grin in 
her direction.

"One last detail, then we can make a decision." Alana said quickly.

Derek and Charity looked at her expectantly.

"Lorra and Toni are both thirteen years old." Alana said simply.



"A pubescent girl, a haunted house AND renovations? No wonder you wanted
us to look at this one." Derek said frankly.

"It's just whispers and creaks." Charity said firmly.

"It's possible that the girls just got spooked." Alana conceded, then 
continued, "But it looks like we have all the ingredients needed to spawn a 
paranormal event. That's all I've got. Do we investigate?"

"Investigate what? Hearing voices? There's a pill you can take for that." 
Charity said flatly.

"I say we start a case file and mark it as 'active'. We can check back with 
them after Halloween and see if things have settled down." Derek said 
thoughtfully.

"That sounds reasonable to me. Charity?" Alana asked hopefully.

"Yeah. I guess. But I'm still betting that this is all because that little girl got
her first taste of estrogen and didn't know how to handle it." Charity said 
sourly.

"That's it. I'll see you tomorrow night. We're going to be investigating the 
haunted bridge, south of town." Alana said as she gathered her files.

"All my friends get to go out to dinner and a movie on Friday nights. Me? 
Noooooo. I get to hang around an old bridge, waiting for 'ghosties' to show 
themselves." Charity grumbled.

"If you hate it so much, you don't have to go. We can cover it without you." 
Derek said frankly.

"I fell for that once. I took a night off and you collected evidence that I 
couldn't debunk, because I wasn't there." Charity said seriously.

"Don't you trust me?" Derek asked with a knowing grin.

"Not as far as I could throw you."



* * * * *

"Before we look at the new potential cases, I have one to look at from last 
week." Alana said seriously.

Charity and Derek both looked at her cautiously.

"Case number 20151022F. To review, Lorra contacted us about the Hinton 
family moving into a house that was rumored to be haunted. Then they 
started making renovations." Alana said carefully.

"I remember this one. I'm still claiming estrogen poisoning." Charity said 
simply.

"I received word today that Toni and Lorra had an incident last night where 
they actually SAW an apparition. Perhaps the most telling thing is, from 
what Lorra said, the apparition also saw them."

Charity let out a long sigh before asking, "What did the ghost do?"

"It said something, then disappeared." Alana said seriously.

Derek waited for a moment. When Charity didn't ask and Alana didn't 
volunteer it, he finally asked, "What did it say?"

"Lorra said that she couldn't make it out, but according to Toni, it said, 'I 
can't be here', then it faded away." Alana said carefully.

"So we have a ghost that doesn't believe in ghosts?" Charity speculated.

"Possibly. But I think, more importantly, that this may have just escalated 
the case from being a purported residual haunting to an active one." Alana 
said carefully.

"Is that it? Is that all that happened?" Charity asked cautiously.

"Toni's reported hearing the whispers and footsteps every night, but that 
was the only report of a visual manifestation or any indication of 
awareness." Alana said seriously.



Charity nodded thoughtfully.

"Do we want to investigate?" Alana asked carefully.

"No. A couple of giggly girls gave each other the creeps and thought that 
they saw something." Charity said in a voice that didn't seem to be entirely 
sure.

"Actually, I don't think there's enough to justify our participation, either. 
But if I were you, I'd keep that file handy. It looks like it's heading that 
direction." Derek said seriously.

"It's four days until Halloween. If it's going to happen, I'm guessing it will be
soon." Alana said before closing the folder.

* * * * *

"What's the emergency?" Charity asked as she rushed into the office.

"Miss Lessing, it's nice to see you again. I've been praying for you."

"Thanks, Father Francis, I can't tell you how much that means to me." 
Charity said flatly.

Father Francis laughed at the response, then turned when Derek hurried 
into the room.

"The van's loaded. Can you tell us what this is all about, now?" Derek asked 
hopefully.

"Father?" Alana prompted.

"I received a call last night from some rather distraught people, I believe 
you know of them, a Mr. and Mrs. Hinton." Father Francis said carefully.

"We've heard of them. What's going on?" Alana asked cautiously.

"They told me that their house was haunted and that they wanted my help.
I could tell that they were in distress so, of course, I hurried right over. It 
was my intention to sit and talk with them quietly for a time, to reassure 



them and help them find some sort of peace. However, when I arrived, I 
encountered a presence unlike anything I've ever experienced before."

"You got a creepy feeling?" Charity guessed.

"I believe the correct terminology for what I experienced is 'diabolic 
confusion'. As soon as I entered their house, something began assaulting 
me, making it impossible for me to think clearly." Father Francis said 
seriously.

"We've been hearing about a possible haunting, but we didn't have any 
reason to believe that it had escalated to that point." Alana said carefully.

"I don't claim to know much about your business and beliefs. But this seems
to be more in your realm of expertise than mine. When the older girl, Toni,
said that she and a friend had been in contact with you, I thought that I 
would let you know what I had encountered and allow you time to 
investigate. While you are doing so, I can prepare my spiritual defences so 
that I will be available to help, should you need my assistance at some 
point." Father Francis said carefully then got up from his chair.

"It's sounding more and more like we might." Alana said gravely.

"Do you really think it's for real?" Derek asked cautiously.

"There's only one way to find out." Alana said seriously.

"When a person dies, that's it. The end. I don't know what they're 
experiencing in that house, but I seriously doubt that it's anything 
spiritual." Charity said frankly.

"Miss Lessing, I very sincerely hope that you're right." Father Francis said 
firmly before leaving the room.

* * * * *

"How do you want to handle this when we get there?" Derek asked as he 
started the van.



"Since I haven't had direct contact with the family before, I think that I 
should talk to them to make sure that they will allow us to do an 
investigation. If they agree, then I'd like for Charity to do her preliminary 
environmental sweep while Derek sets up a command center. Once I've 
gotten the basic information from the family, I'll start doing EMF readings 
with the K2 meter to see if I can locate any hot spots and I'll scout 
locations for cameras as I go." Alana said thoughtfully.

"Do you have any theory as to why this escalated so quickly?" Derek asked 
cautiously.

"What's tomorrow?" Alana asked him frankly.

"You can't seriously believe that Halloween has anything to do with this at 
all." Charity said in astonishment.

"No. I don't believe that it does." Alana said simply, then paused for a 
moment before continuing, "But unlike you, I don't already believe that it 
doesn't, either. I'm willing to wait and see where the evidence leads me."

"There it is." Derek said as he pulled up in front of the house.

A light flashed three times in one of the upper bedrooms before the 
window went completely dark.

"Do you think that means that they know we're here?" Derek asked 
nervously.

"There's no such thing as ghosts." Charity said firmly.

"Right." Derek said before opening the door.

* * * * *

"Mrs. Hinton, my name is Dr. Alana Travago from Fallwell Paranormal 
Research. Father Francis stopped by our office and suggested that we 
might be able to help you."



"It's really you! Thanks for coming!" One of two girls said as they appeared 
from behind the woman standing in the doorway.

"Lorra?" Alana guessed.

"Yeah! I can't believe that you're really here!" Lorra said excitedly.

"We do our best to help out when we can." Alana said to her, then looked 
back to Mrs. Hinton inquisitively.

"Excuse me, Dr. Travago, but are you serious? Do you really think that you 
can help us?" Mrs. Hinton asked cautiously.

"Please call me Alana. To answer your question, maybe. If you will allow it, 
we will investigate what is happening here and try to make sense of it. I 
really can't say much more until I have a better idea of what we're dealing 
with, but if it's at all possible, we'll try to make things better, if we can." 
Alana said carefully.

"How much is this going to cost?" Mr. Hinton asked as he walked up behind 
his wife.

"We're a non-profit doing paranormal research. We're funded with grants 
and donations. We don't charge anything." Alana said seriously.

A shriek sounded from inside the house and Mrs. Hinton suddenly yelped, 
"Zoe!"

Alana waited outside the doorway, wanting very much to investigate what 
was happening inside the house as she watched Mrs. Hinton dash away.

"We just have to say 'yes'?" Mr. Hinton asked cautiously.

"That, and allow us to bring in some equipment so we can try to document 
what is happening. Hopefully, that will allow us to make sense of all of 
this." Alana said simply.

"Alright. Please, just make it stop." Mr. Hinton said anxiously.



"Can I help?" Lorra asked hopefully.

Alana smiled at her, then took a device off her belt and said, "This is a K2 
meter. It measures electromagnetic fields. If you want, you could walk 
around the first floor of the house and take readings for me. Keep track of 
anyplace that has a reading outside the green range and let me know what 
you found when you're done."

"Really!? Thanks!" Lorra said as she accepted the device.

As Lorra began to walk away, Toni moved to follow.

"Toni, I believe that you will probably be the best source of information on 
what's been happening up to now. Would you join us for a talk?" Alana asked
cautiously.

"Yes, Ma'am." Toni said quietly as she stopped.

Alana turned to her team and said, "Go ahead and get started while I 
conduct the interview."

Charity and Derek were primed and ready to move into action.

* * * * *

Alana walked into the house and it was easy to see that they were still in 
the midst of unpacking as well as renovation.

In the living room, most of the walls had been stripped down either to the 
studs or the masonry, which had previously been hidden behind drywall or 
plaster. There was a large brick fireplace, which appeared to be original to 
the house and was obviously non-functional, taking up one wall at the far 
end of the room.

From the look of it, the demolition had been completed and the debris 
cleared away, but they had yet to begin reconstruction.

As Alana walked further into the house, she noticed that the dining room 
appeared to be a storage area for boxes. No demolition appeared to have 



been done in the room, but it also appeared not to have received more 
than a quick sweep, as far as cleaning. Fortunately, in the next room the 
kitchen table and chairs were available for their use.

The kitchen proper was a smallish space and Alana could imagine that 
cooking in there was more of a chore than was necessary due to the 
cramped and confused layout. From the age of the house, Alana guessed 
that the current incarnation of the kitchen had been wedged into an area 
that had originally been designed for some other purpose. There were no 
signs of renovation being done, although, in Alana's opinion, it was the 
room that probably needed it most.

At the other end of the room, Mrs. Hinton was sitting at the kitchen table, 
holding her youngest daughter on her lap, doing her best to comfort the 
distraught child.

"Is she alright?" Alana asked with concern.

"Zoe felt something touch her leg. She's fine." Mrs. Hinton said in a soothing
voice.

"Hello, Zoe. My name is Alana." Alana said gently.

The girl didn't make any move to acknowledge the statement.

After a moment, Alana opened her notepad and finally asked, "Toni, can 
you start at the beginning and tell me what's been going on here?"

Toni looked at her parents nervously for a moment, then quietly said, "It 
started last week. I kept hearing whispering and footsteps. No one else said
anything about hearing them, so I didn't tell anyone."

Alana looked from Mr. to Mrs. Hinton and asked, "Did either of you notice 
any whispering or unexplained footsteps?"

"I might have." Mr. Hinton said quietly, then explained, "I just figured that it
was an old house settling or something like that. I never gave it much 
thought."



Alana jotted down a note, then told Toni, "Go on."

"I guess what happened next was that Lorra found out where I was living 
and started asking me if there was anything strange going on. She said that 
this house was haunted." Toni said carefully.

"So you told her about what you had been hearing?" Alana asked 
speculatively.

Toni nodded.

"Tell me, can you remember if it sounded like the voices were always 
saying the same thing, or did it sound like people having different 
conversations?" Alana asked cautiously.

"The same. It sounded like it was always the same, over and over." Toni said
thoughtfully.

Alana made another note, then asked, "What happened next?"

There was a sudden flash of light and the lightbulb over the sink exploded.

Zoe made a quick yelp of fear and clutched her mother more tightly.

Alana looked around to be sure that nothing else was happening before 
asking again, "What happened next?"

"Um, I um... I think it was Tuesday when Lorra was here and we were in my 
room. I was talking to her about what was happening when we saw this guy 
walking by the open door... he was about our age... maybe a little bit 
older. He was wearing a white shirt and dark pants. Lorra and I were both 
frozen. The guy stopped all of a sudden and turned. Then he looked right at
us! He said, 'I can't be here', then he just kind of broke apart and was gone.
I mean, he didn't walk away, he just kind of dissolved into nothing, right 
there in front of us." Toni said quietly and it was clear that she was still 
shaken by the memory.

"If I remember correctly, Lorra didn't hear it, but you did. Is that right?" 
Alana asked cautiously.



"Yeah. She heard him say something, but she couldn't make out what it 
was." Toni confirmed.

A loud clanking, like something banging against the water pipes, started 
sounding in the room.

"Is that your people doing that?" Mr. Hinton asked loudly, to be heard over 
the din.

"I doubt it." Alana said anxiously.

"What's making all that noise?" Lorra asked as she hurried into the room, 
still carrying the K2 meter.

"I'm not sure. Would you go into the kitchen and see if there are any 
elevated EMF readings?" Alana asked seriously.

"Yeah. I guess." Lorra said hesitantly, but forced herself to walk into the 
dimly lit room.

Alana looked to Mr. Hinton and asked, "When did things get bad enough for 
you to realize that there was a problem?"

As suddenly as it had started, the clanging stopped.

"Last night. From the sound of it, I thought we were being robbed. I kept 
hearing boxes being moved and things being knocked over." Mr. Hinton said 
frankly.

"Did you see anything?" Alana asked as she quickly wrote down some more 
notes.

Mr. Hinton looked to his wife and waited.

"I did. I don't know what it was. I only saw it out of the corner of my eye, 
but when I looked directly at it, there wasn't anything there." Mrs. Hinton 
said nervously as she held her youngest daughter a little bit tighter.



"Can you give me any kind of a description, even a vague impression?" Alana
asked hopefully.

"It was blacker than midnight and it was big." Mrs. Hinton said with a 
shudder.

"Could you tell for sure if it was or wasn't a person?" Alana asked cautiously.

"If it was a person, it was someone wearing the scariest costume I've ever 
seen." Mrs. Hinton said firmly.

"I got a 'yellow' reading in here by the sink and an 'orange' reading in the 
living room, next to the couch." Lorra said as she handed the K2 meter 
back to Alana.

"Thank you. That was very helpful." Alana said appreciatively.

All of a sudden, it was pitch black.

Before anyone could react with more than a whimper, Alana had the 
flashlight off her belt and turned on.

"We can't live like this. I'm a nervous wreck." Mrs. Hinton said past her 
tears, barely visible in the light from the flashlight.

"I know. And it's probably going to get worse, before it gets better. How 
would you like to get away from this place for the night so that you can 
relax? My team and I will stay here and do our investigation and you can 
have a break from the stress." Alana asked carefully. The sound of 
movement in one of the other rooms caught her attention and she had to 
fight the urge to turn the flashlight in that direction to investigate.

Mrs. Hinton looked at her husband hopefully, barely able to see him in the 
meager light.

"Please don't think that I'm ungrateful for the offer, but how can we leave 
you alone in our house? We never even met you before today." Mr. Hinton 
asked seriously.



"I can give you my business card and you can look us up in the phonebook to
verify that we're an established business. If you like, you can call Father 
Francis and he can tell you what he knows about us. Or, if you'd rather, you 
can stay while your wife and children go to the hotel. It won't effect our 
investigation either way, I was just thinking that you might like to be away 
from the chaos for a little bit." Alana said frankly.

Without warning, the lights came back on. Alana looked around to survey 
her surroundings before turning her attention back to Mr. Hinton.

"Take the girls and go to the hotel. I'm going to stay here." Mr. Hinton told 
his wife seriously.

"Can I stay, too?" Lorra asked hopefully.

"I don't think that's a very good idea. Your parents are trusting us to see 
that you're kept safe." Mrs. Hinton carefully explained.

"We should still be here tomorrow, when you get back from the hotel." 
Alana said as she reached into her pocket and took out what looked like a 
business card.

"The address to the hotel is on this card. Give the card to the desk clerk 
and the room will be charged to my account." Alana said as she handed the 
card to Mrs. Hinton.

"I don't know how to thank you for doing this." Mrs. Hinton said as her eyes 
welled with tears.

"You just did."

* * * * *

It took a few minutes for Mrs. Hinton to pack a few things for her and the 
girls. Alana stood back and watched as Derek carried various electronics in 
from the van and down a hallway toward the back of the house.

Once they were alone, Alana quietly asked, "Mr. Hinton, do you know if you 
have any occult devices in the house?"



"You can call me Kerry. And what do you mean by 'occult devices'?" He asked
curiously.

"I'm asking if you have anything like tarot cards, an ouija board, voodoo 
dolls or anything else like that in the house." Alana asked seriously.

"No! God no! No one in this house..." Kerry trailed off, then looked toward 
the dining room anxiously.

"What was that?" Alana asked cautiously.

"My son, Mike, he's at college, back in Minnesota, where we're from. He 
went through kind of a dark phase, a while back. It's possible that there 
might be something like that packed in the things that he left with us." 
Kerry said reluctantly.

Alana made a note, then carefully said, "It's unlikely that something kept in
a box and not actively being used could be responsible for all of this. I just 
have to ask, to try and get a sense of what we're working with."

"Environmental shows clear; No carbon monoxide, no radon, no excessive 
EMF." Charity said as she walked into the kitchen.

"Good. Would you go into the living room, by the couch and see if you can 
track down a high EMF reading?" Alana asked hopefully.

"Yeah. Sure." Charity said before leaving the room.

"I don't know if I said it before, but thank you for doing this. We've never 
been through anything like this before and didn't know where to turn." 
Kerry said frankly.

"This is what we do. We help people with problems like these, and along 
the way, hopefully we'll be able to eventually collect enough evidence to 
prove what things like this really are." Alana said seriously.

"I never believed in anything supernatural before." Kerry said honestly.



"There's nothing wrong with that. I believe in what I can see, hear, touch 
and prove beyond a shadow of a doubt. That's what drives me and keeps 
me doing this. That being said, I'd better get to it. Do you think you could 
show me around and point out where activity has taken place?" Alana asked
hopefully.

"Yeah. Most of it's upstairs." Kerry said as he stood to lead the way.

Before Alana could join him, the lights had gone out again.

Alana turned her flashlight back on, then said, "I have a feeling that this is 
going to be a very long night."

* * * * *

They remained in place and watched as Charity, working by flashlight, 
made a circuit of the living room, taking EMF readings.

When the lights came back on, Kerry reluctantly led the way toward the 
hallway.

"I guess the first thing would be, at the top of these stairs." Kerry said 
anxiously.

The hallway that led to the staircase had been completely gutted and cool 
air, from the basement below, caused gooseflesh to rise on Alana's arms.

The staircase, itself, was mostly intact. With the exception of a few 
missing balusters, everything seemed to be sturdy enough, although, the 
stairsteps creaked with every step.

"That's where Toni said that she heard the footsteps." Kerry said as he 
stopped at the top of the stairs and looked around for any evidence of 
something out of place.

Alana took the K2 meter off her belt and began taking readings of the area.

"What's that?" Kerry asked curiously.



"It's a K2 meter. It measures fluctuations in electromagnetic fields. Some 
paranormal researchers theorize that spiritual entities are actually made of
electromagnetic energy, and whether they're physically manifested, or not,
they still emit electromagnetic waves wherever they're present." Alana 
explained as she moved the meter around and watched the lights carefully.

"Are you getting anything?" Kerry asked nervously.

"No. At least, nothing that can be distinguished from the normal EM fields 
you'd find in any house." Alana said seriously.

"The first room is going to be Mike's. We're remodeling it, so there's nothing
in there, right now. Over here is Toni's, that's where she saw the ghost." 
Kerry said as he gestured toward a doorway, further down the hall.

As Alana approached the doorway, she suddenly stopped.

"Is something wrong?" Kerry asked in panic.

"Just an EM spike. Nothing to worry about." Alana said calmly as she backed
away, then moved closer, to see if she could reproduce the reading.

"I'm set up, are you ready for me, yet?" Derek asked as he walked up the 
stairs.

"Get with Charity and see if she was able to pin down a location in the 
living room. I'll be done here in a few minutes. Do you have any tape on 
you?" Alana asked as she continued to try and zero in on the anomalous 
reading.

"Here." Derek said as he approached and held out a roll of blue masking 
tape to her.

The lights suddenly went out again.

"Just to confirm, were you having any electrical problems before 
yesterday?" Alana asked as she turned her flashlight on again.



"No. Not even a flicker. But we did have an evaluation of the property done
before we moved in and they said that the electrical wasn't up to code, so 
at some point we're going to have to have the whole thing rewired." Kerry 
said seriously.

The lights came back on and Alana found that she had more things to carry 
than she had hands to carry them.

"Would you hang on to this for me?" She asked as she handed her flashlight 
to Kerry.

"Sure."

"Derek, we're going to need a camera at the top of the stairs, looking down 
this hallway... and probably one at the other end, looking back. Also I'm 
going to need one in this bedroom, make sure you get a good view of the 
door." Alana said as she handed the blue tape back to him.

"No problem." Derek said as he started pulling tape off to make an 'X', to 
mark the first location.

"And since there have been reports of auditory phenomena, we should set 
audio recorders in all three locations." Alana added thoughtfully.

"Got it." Derek assured her.

Alana then turned her attention to Kerry and asked, "Where else?"

"Up here, the only other place anything's happened is the master bedroom. 
That's where my wife saw... whatever that was." Kerry said nervously as he 
pointed to the far end of the hallway.

"Lead the way."

* * * * *

"Do you know where Mrs. Hinton saw the apparition?" Alana asked as she 
looked around the bedroom.



"She was standing right where you are and saw the thing standing in the 
doorway." Kerry said as he took another step away from the door.

"Okay. We'll set up another camera in here, and a voice recorder as well, 
just to be safe." Alana said decisively, then asked, "Would you ask Derek to 
come in here?"

"Yeah." Kerry said nervously, then edged his way through the door and into 
the hall.

Alana noticed the condition of the room. There were boxes stacked along 
the walls and from all appearances, the room had been cleaned, but there 
was no indication that it was being remodeled, yet. From the way things 
were organized, she suspected that they intended to get another room 
finished, then move in there while the master bedroom was being done.

"What did you need?" Derek asked as he rushed into the room.

"A blue 'X' here, focused on the door and, if you've got it to spare, another 
one to surveil the entire room." Alana said thoughtfully.

Derek thought for a moment, then said, "If you don't need the live feed, I 
can use a DVR camera for the surveillance and we can check the footage 
later."

"Yeah. Do that." Alana said seriously, then turned to Kerry and asked, "Were
there any other locations where events have occurred?"

"That's it, up here. But down in the dining room, no one saw anything, but 
we heard all kinds of movement." Kerry said nervously.

"Can you cover that, Derek?" Alana asked hopefully.

"Yes. If you don't mind, I'd like to use the infrared camera in there, just in 
case we're dealing with something in that wavelength."

"That's fine." Alana said as she started toward the door.



A low, ominous growl sounded from near the door, which caused Alana to 
freeze in her tracks.

"What the FUCK was that?!" Kerry screamed as he backed further into the 
room.

"That's what we're here to find out." Alana said as she held up her K2 meter.
The meter lighted all the way to the red zone for an instant, then just as 
suddenly, reduced to nothing.

Derek immediately started snapping pictures in the direction that the noise
had come from.

Suddenly, the lights went out and they were standing in near complete 
darkness.

"Kerry, you've got the flashlight." Alana reminded him, trying to sound calm.

Before Kerry could figure out how to turn the flashlight on, Derek had his 
own flashlight lit.

"Derek. Don't forget the audio recorder in this room." Alana said firmly.

"Yeah. I'm pretty sure I'll remember." Derek said, sounding to be scared half 
out of his wits.

"Let's head downstairs and get started." Alana said firmly, then looked up as
the lights came back on.

"Yeah. Right behind you." Derek said nervously.

* * * * *

"How are things going down here?" Alana asked as she reached the bottom 
of the stairs.

"Fine. There's nothing wrong that a good electrician couldn't fix." Charity 
said frankly as she clipped her K2 meter onto her belt.



"Come into the kitchen so we can sort out our battle plan." Alana said 
seriously.

"We heard a growl." Derek said with a slight amount of braggadocio in his 
tone.

"You probably should have eaten something earlier, when you had the 
chance." Charity said with an eyeroll to illustrate how unimpressed she 
was.

Alana looked at Kerry and quietly said, "You have kids. You know how it is."

"Actually, mine are aged far enough apart that bickering was never really 
an issue." Kerry said frankly.

Alana looked from Derek to Charity, then turned to Kerry and said, "You're 
lucky."

* * * * *

Once they were all settled in around the kitchen table, Alana turned to 
Derek and asked, "Where did you locate tech?"

"The back porch. It seems to be out of the way, but close enough to get a 
strong signal. And even though it's not heated, it's enclosed, so it should be 
fine for our needs." Derek said seriously.

"Charity, did you come up with any interesting readings?" Alana asked 
curiously.

"Interesting, yes. Verifiable or reproducible, no." Charity said seriously.

"What did you get?" Alana asked cautiously.

"I kept getting EM spikes. But I didn't really identify any 'hot spot' locations.
The spikes seemed to be random and when I'd go back and check the same 
spot later, it would be stone cold." Charity said frankly.



"I had an EM spike upstairs and Lorra had one in the living room." Alana said
thoughtfully.

"It sounds to me like this whole place is a hot spot." Derek said frankly.

"It's looking that way." Alana said slowly, then turned to Charity and said, 
"With things escalating the way they are, there's one more thing we can try,
to lay the groundwork. I already know how you feel about this..."

"Oh sweet Jebus. Don't tell me you're considering bringing in some woo-woo
nutjob to 'help' us." Charity said miserably.

"Listen. While I don't believe in a lot of what psychics claim to be able to 
'sense', I can't deny that they sometimes are able to pick up on things that I
can't explain. This house is active and seems to be getting more so. In my 
considered opinion, the best way we can bring this matter to resolution and
leave this nice family in peace is to employ every resource at our disposal 
before this ends up getting any worse." Alana said firmly.

"You're the boss." Charity said unenthusiastically.

"And I'm going to be counting on you to see to it that we don't take what 
the psychic says too seriously." Alana added with a smile.

Charity gave her such a look that Kerry couldn't help but laugh at the 
expression.

Alana looked around the table, then said, "Let's do this."

* * * * *

"How are things looking in here?" Alana asked as she walked onto the back 
porch, with Kerry following a step behind.

"Everything's set up. All the cameras are transmitting. What do you think of 
the angles?" Derek asked as he moved out of the way of the monitor.

Alana looked the various video frames over critically before saying, "Looks 
good. Mrs. Batton should be here in a few minutes. I'd like for you to stay 



out here and keep an eye on things. After she's done her initial 
walkthrough, I'm going to see if I can get some EVPs."

"No prob..." Derek began to say, then froze.

"What?" Alana asked cautiously.

"Something just moved in the master bedroom." Derek whispered.

"Play it back." Alana snapped.

Alana and Kerry watched silently as Derek pulled up the recording and 
played the video on his screen.

Regardless of the temperature on the back porch, a simultaneous chill went
up all their spines when they saw a black blur dart across the doorway.

"Mark that for later review. I need to get inside or Charity is going to end 
up greeting Mrs. Batton." Alana said frankly, then thought to ask, "By the 
way, where is Charity?"

Derek switched his screen back to the multi-view of all the cameras and 
said, "At the kitchen table, double checking that all the audio recorders are
fully charged and properly functioning."

"Good." Alana said with satisfaction, then thought to ask, "Are you going to 
be warm enough out here?"

"I brought my coat. I'll be fine." Derek assured her.

"Let's go." Alana said to Kerry quietly, then led the way back into the house.

* * * * *

"What's an EVP?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"Electronic Voice Phenomena. Some paranormal researchers believe that 
spiritual entities are in... sort of another dimension. When they 
communicate, it isn't always perceptible to the human ear. By using 



electronic voice recorders, it's possible to amplify the sounds so that we 
can actually hear them." Alana said carefully.

"Do you believe it?" Kerry asked curiously.

"I've used the technique before and we've been able to hear things that we 
didn't hear at the time of the recording. But, just because I can't explain 
where a mysterious sound came from doesn't automatically make me 
believe that it's supernatural in origin. I take these things on a case by case
basis and try to evaluate each thing on its own merits." Alana said carefully 
as they walked into the dining area of the kitchen.

"We're all set here." Charity said as she looked up from her work.

"Why are you using the old 'tape' recorders?" Alana asked curiously.

"For contrast." Charity said simply, then explained, "Derek's your tech guy. 
He's the one who's always willing to accept that the latest and greatest 
technology automatically does a better job than the previous technology. 
But I think audio cassette recorders, with their lower level of sensitivity 
can be a more effective tool, sometimes. I get the feeling that the digital 
recorders are so 'good' that they have the capacity to pick up things from 
outside and make us think that we're hearing something inside the house."

"It won't hurt to try." Alana said with a shrug, then turned at the sound of a 
knock on the door.

"Kerry, be careful not to say anything to Mrs. Batton to give her any idea of 
what's going on. I'm not sold on psychics, to begin with. But if she walks in 
here cold, not knowing anything, and comes up with something useful, I 
might consider it to be slightly more credible." Alana said as she led the 
way to the door.

"Should I put the kettle on, so we'll have some hot water for her tea 
leaves?" Charity asked sourly as she followed.

"If you wouldn't mind." Alana said with a wink at her.



Charity rolled her eyes and stopped in the hallway, within view of the front
door.

* * * * *

"Mrs. Batton, thank you so much for coming on such short notice." Alana 
said pleasantly.

"You've piqued my curiosity. I haven't been in this house in nearly twenty 
years." Mrs. Batton said as she was ushered inside.

"I didn't know that you'd been here before." Alana said honestly.

"Oh, yes. Mr. and Mrs. Cloyd moved in here just after their second daughter
was born... they needed the space. Lovely people. Such a shame." Mrs. 
Batton finished quietly, then seemed to notice Charity.

"Charity, dear. I do hope that your bleak worldview hasn't dragged you into 
a pit of despair about your meaningless existence." Mrs. Batton said 
playfully.

"No more than your make-believe fantasy has caused you to have faith in a 
reality that is based on unjustifiable nonsense." Charity responded with a 
smile.

"Give me a hug." Mrs. Batton chuckled as she walked down the hall.

Charity's uncaring facade gave way for a moment as she gently hugged the 
elderly woman.

Alana waited for the hug to break up before quietly asking, "Would you like 
to walk through the house and see if you can get a sense of the place?"

Mrs. Batton glanced around before saying, "We should start upstairs."

Alana turned to Kerry and said, "Let Mrs. Batton lead the way. We're just 
going to follow along and listen, for now."



Charity turned on her mini audio cassette recorder, then nodded to Alana 
that she was ready.

* * * * *

"Oh, dear. This isn't good." Mrs. Batton said as she reached the top of the 
stairs.

"If it were something good, we probably wouldn't have called you." Charity 
said frankly.

Alana flashed her a disapproving glare, reminding her not to interrupt the 
psychic during a walkthrough.

"Write this down, Alana. Fear and despair. There's a hopeless inevitability to
it." Mrs. Batton said carefully.

Alana quickly jotted it down on her notepad.

"Over here..." Mrs. Batton said as she walked to Toni's bedroom door, then 
turned and asked, "May I?"

"Yes. It's fine to go into any of these rooms." Alana confirmed.

Mrs. Batton stepped inside the room and looked around before saying, "This
was 'his' room."

"Who is 'he'?" Alana asked carefully.

"It's a hard sound... A hard sound for such a soft boy... A gentle soul..." Mrs. 
Batton said ruefully.

"Can you tell us his name?" Alana asked quietly.

"Puh... no... Kuh... no, not that harsh." Mrs. Batton said, then turned 
suddenly to look back into the hall.

"Oh, my. Of course." Mrs. Batton said with a smile.

"What is it?" Alana asked in a whisper.



"Daniel, that was his name. This was his room." Mrs. Batton said with 
certainty.

"Daniel what? We need to know his last name." Alana urged.

"Daniel Quartermaine, of course. This is the old Quartermaine house." Mrs. 
Batton said as though it were obvious.

"Do you mean like Alexander Quartermaine?" Alana asked carefully.

"Yes, but a more distant relation. They inherited the name but not the 
money. They were proud of that name, so proud. Too proud, perhaps." Mrs. 
Batton said thoughtfully.

"Who is Alexander Quartermaine?" Kerry asked quietly.

"One of the founding fathers who settled here, back in the sixteen 
hundreds." Alana said absently.

"It's not his fault." Mrs. Batton said carefully, as though she were listening 
to something across a great distance.

"What's not his fault?" Alana asked carefully.

"I don't know. He's retreated. But he wanted me to know... no, he wanted 
for you to know that whatever's happening here, he's not causing it. I think 
he's worried that you're going to blame him for something." Mrs. Batton said
with concern.

"I'll keep that in mind." Alana said seriously.

Mrs. Batton looked around curiously for a moment, then asked, "What's 
that?"

After straining to listen, Alana quietly asked, "What's what?"

"This way." Mrs. Batton said as she walked past Kerry and into the hallway.

"You've got something nasty, here." Mrs. Batton said with determination as 
she walked to the master bedroom.



"Define 'nasty'." Alana said carefully.

Mrs. Batton stopped just short of putting her hand on the doorknob and 
said, "Whatever has you worried enough to call on me is in this room. And it
knows we're coming."

"Oh! Please!" Charity exclaimed.

Mrs. Batton smiled fondly at her, then the smile fell away as she opened 
the door.

* * * * *

"It's cold." Kerry said, as if no one else had noticed.

"Charity?" Alana prompted.

Charity took a gun shaped device off her belt and pulled the trigger on it 
before looking at the LCD display and saying, "Fifty-two point nine 
degrees."

"This room is always warm, usually too warm." Kerry said quietly.

"It's an old house with turn of the century windows. That's going to 
happen." Charity said frankly.

"Kerry, could you step a little to your left? You're blocking the camera." 
Alana asked quietly.

"Oh, sure. Sorry." Kerry said as he moved.

"What's that smell?" Alana asked cautiously.

"It smells like something's rotting... but I left my sneakers downstairs in the
entry closet." Kerry said quietly.

"Charity?" Alana whispered.

"It's not me!" Charity immediately defended.



"What's the temperature now?" Alana asked impatiently.

"Oh, um. Forty-six point two." Charity stammered.

Alana glanced toward Mrs. Batton and found her staring sightlessly at the 
far wall of the room.

"What do you see?" Alana asked her in a whisper.

"Who are you?" Mrs. Batton asked in a low, angry voice.

Everyone silently watched and listened for any sign that something was 
going to respond.

"Tell me your NAME!" Mrs. Batton screamed at the blank empty space 
before her.

There was another long moment of silence, then Mrs. Batton seemed to 
wilt as she quietly said, "It's retreated."

"What was it?" Alana asked cautiously.

"I need to sit down. Let's go downstairs." Mrs. Batton said weakly.

"Let me help you, Felicia." Charity said with concern as she hurried to Mrs. 
Batton's side and gently put an arm around her.

"Thank you, Dear." Mrs. Batton said gratefully, then quietly added, "Why 
don't you come over to my house for Sunday dinner? My nephew will be in 
town. You two might get along."

"I have a feeling that from the way things are going tonight, that I may be 
busy." Charity said gently as she helped Mrs. Batton to walk slowly down 
the hallway.

"We've got movement in the dining room." Derek's voice said from Alana 
and Charity's radios.

"Why don't you fix Mrs. Batton a nice cup of tea while I check that out?" 
Alana asked Charity with a smile.



Charity rolled her eyes a little, but didn't say anything.

Alana, followed by Kerry, hurried past Charity and Mrs. Batton.

When Charity reached the top of the stairs, she extended her elbow so that
Mrs. Batton would have it to grip as they descended the staircase.

* * * * *

"Derek, what did you see?" Alana asked firmly as she walked toward the 
dining room.

"A cloud or an undefined blur of something. With infrared, it's not always 
easy to know what you're looking at." Derek said frankly.

Alana turned to Kerry and said, "I need for you to stay completely silent. 
I'm going to be doing an EVP session, so I need to minimize the number of 
possible audio distractions."

"I'll just watch and listen." Kerry said quietly.

"Thank you." Alana said with a smile, then stepped into the dark room filled
with boxes.

* * * * *

Alana carefully placed her digital audio recorder on a box and quietly 
asked, "What is your name?"

She consciously waited for several seconds to give any entity that might be 
present an opportunity to answer before asking, "Why are you here?"

She waited again, as she looked around the dimly lit room, trying to spot 
any sign of movement.

"Do you know that you're dead?" Alana asked carefully.

To her left, a box suddenly shifted and the stack of books on top of it began
to fall.



More out of reflex than thought, she caught the falling books and tried to 
right them.

"Did you just move those books?" Alana asked seriously.

After a few seconds had passed, she finally asked, "What do you want?"

She waited for a long moment, then picked up her recorder and left the 
room, with Kerry following a step behind.

* * * * *

"How are you doing, Mrs. Batton?" Alana asked as she approached the 
kitchen table.

"Much better, now." Mrs. Batton assured her as she held a cup of tea in both
hands.

"Can you tell us anything more about what was up in the bedroom?" Alana 
asked cautiously as she sat down.

"It was an inhuman, I'm certain of it." Mrs. Batton stated firmly.

"What's that?" Kerry asked curiously.

"Some people call them demons. Supposedly, it's the spirit of a being that's 
never been alive or walked the earth." Alana said carefully.

"I get the sense that it's only just recently arrived here and hasn't decided 
to make this its home." Mrs. Batton said thoughtfully.

"What about the other spirit? You called him Daniel." Alana asked carefully.

"He's a sweet boy, I believe it was his fear and despair that I was feeling 
earlier." Mrs. Batton said regretfully.

"So, you believe that we have two spirits, one that's human and another 
that's inhuman?" Alana asked to confirm.



"There's more, at least one other spirit, but his presence is so... indistinct. 
I really can't tell you more about him." Mrs. Batton said as she tried to 
focus on the vague feeling.

"Thank you again for coming to help us, Mrs. Batton. We appreciate your 
insights." Alana said sincerely.

Mrs. Batton chuckled, then said, "Don't play games with me, Dear. I know 
that you don't believe a word of it."

"I don't believe every word of it. There's a difference." Alana said honestly.

"If I've been of any help at all, then I'm glad." Mrs. Batton said warmly, then
began to stand as she continued, "But I need to get back to the house 
before Lucas worries himself sick about me."

"I hope we didn't keep you out too late." Alana said as she walked with Mrs. 
Batton down the hallway.

"It's fine, Dear. I'm always happy to help." Mrs. Batton said as she reached 
the door.

"I'll help you out to your car." Charity said as she stepped forward.

"Thank you, Dear. I still don't understand how someone who doesn't believe 
in anything can have such a kind heart." Mrs. Batton said as she took hold 
of Charity's arm.

"The way I see it, I have one life, right here and now. I'm not going to waste
one minute of it on hate." Charity said as she led Mrs. Batton out the door.

* * * * *

When Charity returned to the kitchen, she asked, "So, what are we doing 
now?"

"I'd like to go over what we've collected so far." Alana said decisively, then 
keyed her walkie-talkie and said, "Derek, we're doing a review in the 
kitchen. Can you step away for a minute?"



"Sure, everything seems to be quiet, for the moment." Derek said 
cheerfully.

Kerry got up from the table and said, "I'm making some tea, would anyone 
else like some?"

"Yes. Thank you." Alana said absently as she reviewed her notes.

"Yeah. Thanks." Charity said with a smile in his direction.

"Active house." Derek said as he walked into the kitchen.

"I'm making hot tea. Would you like some?" Kerry asked pleasantly.

"Oh, yeah! That sounds great! Thanks." Derek said as he dropped onto one 
of the kitchen chairs.

"So, did you see anything else on the video?" Alana asked seriously.

"There was a shadow in the girl's room, but I couldn't rule out headlights 
reflecting off something as a car drove by." Derek said with a shrug.

"So we've got a black blur in the master bedroom and a red blur in the 
dining room, right?" Alana asked to be sure.

"Basically, yeah." Derek agreed.

"Charity, what was your assessment of the psychic walkthrough?" Alana 
asked cautiously.

"Mrs. Batton walked through the house, got a creepy feeling, heard some 
voices, got another creepy feeling, then decided that she needed to fix me 
up with her nephew." Charity said frankly.

"So, in your opinion, as far as evidence goes, we haven't gained anything." 
Alana asked to confirm.

"No. Good spirit, bad spirit, creepy feeling... that's about it." Charity said 
unenthusiastically.



"We've also got a name. Derek, when you get back to tech, see if you can 
pull up any information on Daniel Quartermaine. If so, see if you can verify 
if he ever lived in this house. And I suppose, while you're at it, you could 
see if he died in this house. That would be good to know, too." Alana 
finished with a smile.

"You're not really taking her psychic act seriously, are you?" Charity asked 
disbelievingly.

"No. But of all the things that she claimed to have 'sensed', there was only 
one thing that had any possibility of being verifiable, so I'm asking Derek to 
check it out." Alana said simply.

"Okay. I can actually see that." Charity grudgingly agreed.

"Here you go." Kerry said as he sat a tray of filled tea cups on the table.

"Thanks, man. I appreciate it." Derek said as he immediately took one of 
the cups.

"It's almost midnight. Typically, this is our best chance to capture evidence.
I was thinking that each of us could take a hand-held video recorder and a 
digital audio recorder and go to a different room and try to collect as much
video and audio evidence as we can." Alana said seriously.

Charity and Derek were both nodding their agreement.

"Kerry, if you wouldn't mind helping, we could outfit you with everything 
you'll need to participate." Alana said hopefully.

Before he could answer, the lights suddenly dimmed and three pops 
sounded from upstairs.

Everyone waited for a moment, until the light over the kitchen table 
returned to its regular illumination.

"If you'll tell me what to do, I'll help however I can." Kerry said, and 
sounded to be more than a little shaken.



"You're going to have a walkie-talkie, an audio recorder, a handheld video 
recorder and a flashlight. If you don't have any objection, we're going to 
turn off the power at the main so that we'll know that there's no 
background noise interference, like the furnace kicking on. Then we'll each
sit and wait, recording whatever happens." Alana explained carefully.

"If you turn off the power, the refrigerator and freezer will stop." Kerry said
cautiously.

"As long as we're not opening and closing them, they should hold their cold 
for as long as we're doing this. We'll turn the power back on as soon as 
we're finished." Alana assured him.

"I guess so." Kerry said reluctantly.

"Good. Then let's go and get everyone their equipment. There's a good 
chance that if anything's going to happen, this is going to be when." Alana 
said hopefully.

* * * * *

Once everyone was outfitted, Alana led the way off the back porch.

Of course, Derek remained behind, so he could monitor all the remote 
video cameras.

Alana led Kerry to the dining room and told him, "There was some slight 
activity recorded in this room, but nothing that appeared to be dangerous 
or malicious. If you'll just stay here and record anything that happens, I'll 
announce it when we're done. Call in if you have any problem at all and 
one of us will help you."

"I think I'll be okay." Kerry assured her.

Alana accepted him at his word and led the way out of the dining room.

"Let me guess, the kid's room?" Charity asked as they walked.



"That's right. I'm taking the master bedroom." Alana confirmed as she 
opened the door to go down to the basement.

"Even though I don't believe in all that spiritual mumbo-jumbo, I still do my
best to record everything that happens. Someday, you're going to have to 
trust me." Charity said frankly.

"I do trust you. But if anything happened to you because I allowed you to 
take the greater risk while I was playing it safe, I'd never forgive myself. If 
you don't like it, you can start your own paranormal group. On this one 
thing, I'm not backing down." Alana said firmly.

"Maybe I'll start my own group someday. But not today." Charity finished 
with a smile.

"Go on ahead, I'll be up as soon as I've cut the power." Alana said warmly.

* * * * *

"Radio check, is everyone in place?" Alana asked seriously.

"Derek in Tech. Everything is good, here."

"Charity in the girl's room. You're coming in loud and clear."

"This is Kerry in the dining room. Radio's working fine."

"Good. From here on, it's radio silence. If you're in any danger, call. 
Otherwise, keep it quiet. I'll make an announcement when we're done." 
Alana said firmly, then clipped her walkie-talkie to her belt.

* * * * *

The room had been dark to begin with, but when Alana shut off the power, 
Kerry found himself sitting in nearly complete blackness.

The one little light in the room came from the handheld video recorder's 
LED screen.



When he picked the camera up and looked at the screen he was surprised 
to find that the camera was equipped with night vision and could see every
detail of the room as if it were lit by the noonday sun.

A sound at the far end of the room made Kerry suddenly turn the camera in
that direction.

Nothing seemed to be out of place, and the room was silent as a tomb.

After a few more seconds of quiet, Kerry checked the camera's controls to 
verify that it was, in fact, recording.

Once he was assured that everything was working as it should be, he made 
a slow visual survey of the room with the camera.

A few minutes later, he decided to try what Alana had done earlier.

"What is your name?" He said into the empty room.

Of course, there was no response, but he did as Alana had done and waited 
to give the ghost or spirit or whatever an opportunity to answer.

"Did you live here?" Kerry asked cautiously.

The sound of cardboard scraping against cardboard made him suddenly turn
to try and discover the source of the sound.

When he looked carefully, he noticed that one of the boxes seemed to be in
a slightly different position than it had been. Of course, he couldn't be 
sure. It could just be his mind playing tricks on him.

"Is there something in one of the boxes that you're looking for?" Kerry asked
cautiously.

Again, there was no response.

"Knock on one of the boxes if you understand me." Kerry said anxiously.

He waited for a long moment and was about to ask another question when 
he suddenly heard a loud knock on the box right next to him.



Kerry quickly turned the camera to where the sound had come from and 
found nothing out of place.

"Thank you. I feel better knowing that I'm not just talking to myself." Kerry 
said nervously and his fear could clearly be heard in his voice.

"Just in case you didn't know, I can't see you or hear you. But I can hear it 
when you move something or knock." Kerry said frankly.

The sound of something landing on the floor at the side of the room caused
Kerry to turn his camera in that direction.

There lay a book in what had previously been a clear walking path between
the stacks of boxes.

Before he could think of what else to say, another book fell onto the one 
that was already on the floor.

"I saw that. I can see what you're doing. I just don't know why you're doing 
it. Why are you here, scaring my family?" Kerry asked plaintively.

* * * * *

Charity sat alone in Toni's bedroom and waited in silence.

While she didn't expect anything to come of their night's investigation, she 
was part of a team and was willing to go along with Alana's plans, if only to 
prove that all the paranormal nonsense was nothing but hysterical people 
trying to explain away perfectly normal and understandable phenomena.

"What is your name?" Charity asked dutifully.

The first few times she had participated in an investigation, she still felt 
enough uncertainty in her beliefs to expect a response.

"What are you doing here?"

She froze in place when she heard the low creak of the bedroom door.



She knew that she had closed it firmly when she entered. She wanted to 
tell herself that it was Derek, just messing with her, but she knew better.

For all his goofiness and non-scientific beliefs, Derek was a consummate 
professional when it came to paranormal investigation.

Reluctantly, she pointed her camera toward the doorway and her breath 
caught when she just barely caught a glimpse of a head peering around the 
edge of the door.

"My name is Charity. I just want to talk to you for a minute. What is your 
name?" Charity asked carefully, trying to keep her hand steady as she 
focused the camera on the door.

The single eye that could be seen around the edge of the door looked 
directly at her, then the head withdrew.

"Wait! I'm not going to hurt you! I just want to ask you some questions!" 
Charity said as she ran to the door and pulled it open.

She used her camera's night vision to look up and down the hallway, but no 
one was there.

Charity could feel the adrenaline coursing through her as she slowly walked
back to Toni's bed and sat down, trying to reconcile what she had just seen.

* * * * *

Alana carefully scanned the room with her night vision camera to confirm 
where everything was located.

She decided to settle into the low cushioned chair that was located by the 
door, so that she could have a good view of the spot Mrs. Batton had been 
looking at.

Once she was sure that all her electronics were recording, she carefully 
said, "What is your name?"



The silence that followed wasn't a surprise, but then she remembered the 
way Mrs. Batton had asked the same question.

"I am speaking to the entity present in this room. Announce yourself." Alana
said more firmly.

Still, there was no indication that any being other than herself was in the 
room.

Thinking to try another approach, Alana stood and quietly began to recite 
from memory, "Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle. Be our 
protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil. May God rebuke 
him, we humbly pray; and do Thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Host, by the 
Divine Power of God, cast into hell Satan and all the evil spirits who roam 
throughout the world seeking the ruin of souls."

A low guttural growl sounded at the far side of the room. A moment later 
Alana was only vaguely aware that something had happened until she felt 
herself crashing into the bedroom door.

* * * * *

"Everyone, Alana's been attacked. She's in the master bedroom!" Derek 
called over the walkie-talkies.

Charity dropped her camera and turned on her flashlight as she ran down 
the hall.

"Alana? Are you alright?" Charity called as she approached the door.

"Alana! Answer me!" Charity screamed as she realized that the door would 
only open about an inch. It was being blocked from inside.

"What?" Alana asked incoherently.

"Alana. Open the door and let me in." Charity said firmly as she heard 
footsteps on the stairs.

"What happened?" Alana asked as she slowly opened the door.



"That's what I'd like to know. Get out of there and let's see if you're hurt." 
Charity said firmly.

"I need to turn the electricity back on." Alana said distractedly.

"Don't worry about that. I'll get it." Kerry said before dashing away.

"Thanks... what was his name, again?" Alana asked blearily.

"That was Kerry. This is his house. Now come on. We're going downstairs." 
Charity said as she guided Alana to walk with her.

"How are you feeling, Alana? Does anything hurt?" Derek asked anxiously.

"My head. I must have bumped it on something." Alana said confusedly.

"The bedroom door. You did that when you were knocked off your feet and 
flew about four feet back." Derek said as he focused the beam of his 
flashlight ahead of them on the stairs.

All of them were relieved when the lights came on.

"Did you get anything on the recording?" Alana asked as she tried to focus 
her attention.

"Are you kidding? When I saw you being attacked, I didn't stop to do an 
instant replay, I went to help you." Derek said with a bit of annoyance in his
voice.

"Sit down and take inventory and I'll make you some tea." Charity said as 
she encouraged Alana to take a seat.

"I'm burning." Alana abruptly gasped.

"Where?" Derek asked with sudden panic.

Alana slowly lifted her blouse and revealed three angry scratches 
diagonally across her midsection.

"Oh my God!" Derek gasped at the sight.



"I don't think God had anything to do with this." Alana said as she stared at 
her stomach disbelievingly.

* * * * *

"What's wrong?" Kerry asked when he noticed everyone gathered around 
Alana.

"Something clawed her." Charity said absently as she tried to concoct a 
'reasonable' explanation for what she was seeing.

Derek took a digital camera out of his pocket and was taking multiple 
pictures of Alana's injury from different angles.

"The skin's been broken, we need to clean that up." Kerry said as he walked
toward the kitchen.

"You don't need to bother. We've got a first aid kit in the van." Alana said 
distractedly.

"Don't worry. I've got three kids, I know how to handle scratches." Kerry said
simply as he went to the sink and started running hot water.

When Derek felt that he had all the pictures he needed, he quietly asked, 
"What do you want to do next?"

Alana was still considering the question when Kerry approached with a bowl
of hot soapy water and said, "This may sting a little."

"You really don't have to..." Alana began to say, but stopped when her 
words didn't deter him.

"I just need to clean this, then I'm going to put on some antiseptic. Don't 
worry, it's the kind that doesn't sting." Kerry finished with a reassuring 
smile.

"Thanks." Alana said to him, then looked at her teammates and said, "I 
think we've done enough investigation for one night. It's time for all of us 
to dig in and start reviewing evidence."



"Aren't you going to do something to get rid of the demon?" Kerry asked 
cautiously.

"We need to gather as much information as we can about what just 
happened so that we can devise a plan to combat it. Derek, start on the 
review of the remote videos. Charity, start on the audio recorders. I'm 
going to start reviewing the DVR cameras." Alana said decisively.

When Kerry was finished spraying the antiseptic on the wound, he quietly 
said, "Hold on, I'm going to get you a gauze pad."

"Thanks." Alana said to him appreciatively, then looked at her teammates 
with question.

"I think this might be too big for us to deal with." Derek said honestly.

"We won't know until we've tried." Alana said seriously.

"I can't believe this." Charity said absently.

"I'm not asking you to believe anything. I'm asking you to review the 
evidence and make judgements based on what you can 'prove'." Alana said 
firmly.

Charity blinked a few times, then quietly said, "Right. We need to look at 
the evidence."

"Hold still." Kerry said, then carefully placed a gauze pad on Alana's belly 
and taped it down.

"Thank you, Kerry." Alana said appreciatively.

"Is there anything I can do to help?" Kerry asked as he sat the tape and 
scissors on the table.

"If you want, you can work with Charity on the review of the audio 
recorders. It's really time consuming." Alana said seriously.

"Just show me what I have to do." Kerry said immediately.



"Derek, did you bring an extra set of headphones?" Alana asked as she 
glanced at him.

"Um, yeah. Come with me and I'll get you set up." Derek said distractedly.

* * * * *

"I think I've got something." Kerry said suddenly, breaking the long silence 
at the kitchen table.

"Let me hear it." Alana said as she paused the handheld DVR camera and set
it aside.

"I'll back it up." Kerry said quickly, then handed it to her.

Alana put on the headphones and listened carefully.

"What was that?" Alana asked curiously, then rewound the recorder and 
increased the volume before listening again.

"What is it?" Charity asked in a whisper.

"I couldn't make it out, but when I asked, 'What's your name?', I think 
something answered." Kerry said anxiously.

"Benjamin." Alana said suddenly.

Kerry and Charity looked at her expectantly.

"The voice said 'Benjamin'." Alana said in amazement.

"So, not only did you get an EVP, but you received an intelligent response to
the question that you were asking?" Charity asked cautiously.

"Hold on." Alana said as she froze in concentration.

Kerry and Charity waited with anticipation as Alana continued to listen.



"You asked, 'Did you live here.' and the voice responded, but I can't make it 
out. Maybe Derek can clean it up on the computer and make more sense 
out of it." Alana said as she stopped the recorder.

The sudden darkness wasn't a surprise. All of them waited silently and no 
one even bothered to turn on a flashlight, knowing that the lights would 
come back on in a moment.

"That's really annoying." Charity finally said into the darkness.

When the lights suddenly came back on, Alana said, "If there's an 
intelligence at work here, then I'm sure that that's the point."

Charity sullenly nodded, then reluctantly said, "Up in the girl's room... I 
saw something."

"What?" Alana asked curiously.

"Just review my handheld, right at the end." Charity said quietly.

Rather than push further with her questions, Alana picked up the handheld 
DVR camera that Charity had been using and began to review the end of 
the video.

"What!? It's an apparition!" Alana said in astonishment.

"I didn't want to believe it. I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner." Charity said 
repentantly.

"We're all a little overwhelmed, right now. Don't worry about it." Alana 
assured her, then turned the camera's LED screen so Kerry and Charity 
could see it and played the video again.

Kerry's mouth fell open when he saw the image of a young teenage boy 
peeking around the edge of the door.

Charity closed her eyes and pulled her hands under the table to hide the 
fact that they were trembling.



"Alana, I was just reviewing the video from upstairs and..." Static began to 
crackle and completely blocked whatever else Derek had been trying to 
say.

Glances flew around the table, and as they stood in unison, the lights went 
out again.

"We need to get out of this house." Alana said firmly as she turned on her 
flashlight.

"You're not giving up, are you?" Kerry asked anxiously.

"No. But we can't do our work under these conditions. We need to gather 
our evidence and take it back to the office so we can review it there. Once
we've had a chance to calmly and rationally sit down and review 
everything, we can consider what to do next." Alana said as she led the way
to the back porch.

"Yeah. Calm and rational sounds really REALLY good right now." Charity 
agreed.

As they opened the door to the back porch, Derek jumped. All of them 
noticed that he was white as a sheet and shaking uncontrollably.

"What's wrong?" Alana asked cautiously.

"I saw something... it had teeth!" Derek fought to say.

"Gather what you need. We're leaving." Alana said firmly.

"But... you've got to see this! It had TEETH!" Derek implored her to 
understand.

"Derek! Snap out of it! Gather your essential equipment. We'll look at 
everything back at the office." Alana said firmly.

It took a moment for Derek to collect himself, but he was finally able to 
say, "I just need the external hard drives. Everything's backed up there."



"We need the DVR cameras and the audio recorders from the kitchen. 
Would you guys go and get those while we get this together? We'll meet you
out at the van." Alana said decisively.

Charity and Kerry looked at each other, but neither made a move to leave 
the security of their group.

"Stay together. Grab it and go." Alana said seriously.

"Come on." Charity said quietly and put a hand on Kerry's arm to urge him 
to go.

Kerry took a step, then stopped, "My wife and the girls, they're going to be 
coming back here in the morning."

"We'll leave a message for them at the front desk of the hotel. Go on." 
Alana said assuringly.

It took a moment, but the words finally seemed to sink in.

Alana watched Kerry and Charity leave the room, then turned to Derek and 
asked, "Do you need anything from inside the house?"

"Absolutely not!" Derek said as he rushed to disconnect the cables from the 
hard drives.

"Give me something to carry, I'll help you." Alana said anxiously.

Derek thrust a handful of tangled USB connectors and power cords in her 
direction.

"Almost done?" Alana asked hopefully.

"In more ways than one." Derek muttered as he picked up a stack of three 
large capacity external hard drives in his arms.

"Let's go."

* * * * *



The ride in the van had been tense and silent.

Everyone seemed to be doing their best to process everything that had 
happened in the past few hours.

When they reached the office, Alana finally broke the silence by saying, 
"Derek, connect your hard drives and copy the files to the server. Charity, 
start popping the DVDs so Derek can get us copies of them, too. Kerry, if 
you're willing to help, we're also going to need copies of all the digital 
audio files." Alana said decisively.

"Yeah. If you'll show me what to do." Kerry said uncertainly.

"If you can drag and drop, you can do this." Alana said to him with a 
reassuring smile, then added, "We'll deal with the audio cassettes, after."

It seemed to take a minute for her words to sink in, but soon, everyone was
dedicated to working on their assigned task.

Apparently, all of them needed to be told what needed to be done, 'here 
and now' because they were still so overwhelmed by all that had happened.

* * * * *

"Look at this." Derek said from his computer as he looked at the large flat 
screen TV that more often than not served as a backup monitor for their 
conference room.

Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and turned their 
attention toward the big screen.

The scene displayed was simply that of the master bedroom. There wasn't 
anything the least bit frightening and yet, every person in the room got a 
chill up their spine at the sight.

The fact that out of the still nothingness, something suddenly appeared 
was enough to make all of them jump. But the... creature, for lack of a 
better term, was horrifying in its own right. There weren't any earthly 
terms to adequately describe what they were seeing.



The head was smooth, whether naturally or slicked down with some vile 
substance. The snout or possibly beak, protruded from the middle of what 
was most likely its face. But the most prominent and, by far, the most 
disturbing feature was the snarling teeth, almost like those of a dog or a 
wolf.

Before the image had fully registered, it was gone.

"Play it back. Freeze it." Alana said quickly.

It took a moment, but Derek was finally able to get a freeze frame of the 
image.

"Screen cap that." Alana said as she stepped closer to get a better look.

"Got it." Derek said absently as he stared at the image.

"So, that's what we're dealing with." Alana said carefully.

"What is it?" Charity asked in wonder.

"I believe that this is what is commonly called, a demon." Alana said 
frankly.

"It can't be..." Charity tried to say, but the words fell flat.

"I'm not making any claims about it being supernatural, but the evidence 
before me has convinced me that, whatever it is, it does exist." Alana said 
reasonably.

"I guess it doesn't do any good to say that you don't believe in it when it's 
right there in front of you." Charity reluctantly agreed.

"We still need to go through all the rest of the evidence and see if we can 
glean anything else from it. Once everything's been collected, we'll look at 
what we've got and decide what to do next." Alana said decisively.

"What can you do to stop something like that?" Kerry asked disbelievingly.



"At this point, the only thing I can suggest is to use the methods that have 
been reported to be effective in the past." Alana said carefully.

"What does that mean?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"She's talking about an exorcism or a cleansing." Charity said quietly.

"That's just what we're talking about at this point. Hopefully, when we 
review the evidence, we'll be able to find something that will reveal 
another option." Alana said firmly.

"I can't imagine what that would be." Derek said frankly.

"Good. Because you're not here to imagine. You're here to scientifically 
study and verify what we've encountered, without conjecture. We'll only 
fall back on imagination when all other avenues have been exhausted.” 
Alana said seriously.

"Speaking of exhausted..." Charity said with a pleading look.

"Get your files copied to the server, then if you need to close your eyes for 
a little while, you can go into the other room and lay down on the couch." 
Alana said simply.

"Slavedriver." Charity muttered sourly, then smiled at Alana to take any 
sting out of the words.

"Kerry, I called and left a message for your wife. I told her that when she 
checks out, that she should come over here to get you." Alana said absently
as she looked back at the big screen.

"Thanks." Kerry responded as he watched the files copying from the digital 
audio recorder.

* * * * *

A knock on the door caused everyone to look up.



"I got it." Charity said tiredly as she forced herself to get up from the 
computer where she had been sitting for hours.

"How are you doing, Kerry?" Derek asked across the room.

"I'm being as careful as I can, but I'm not sure that I'm catching everything."
Kerry said honestly.

"You're doing fine. When this is all over and we're ready to close your case 
file, we're going to go back through everything again, sometime when we're
all well rested and there's no time constraint." Derek assured him.

"Daddy!" Zoe crowed as she ran into the room.

"Good morning, Angel. How are you doing this morning? Did you have a good
sleep?" Kerry asked as he hugged his youngest daughter.

"We stayed at a really nice hotel! It was big and pretty and smelled really 
nice!" Zoe said enthusiastically.

"That sounds wonderful." Kerry said, then looked to his wife, who had just 
entered the room, and asked, "How are you, this morning?"

"Better."

"Is everything okay at the house?" Toni asked cautiously.

"Not exactly." Kerry reluctantly admitted.

"Things are a little more complicated than we first suspected." Alana 
interjected.

"Is it really bad?" Mrs. Hinton asked cautiously.

"It shouldn't be quite as bad during the daylight hours. It would probably be
safe if you wanted to return." Alana said, more to Kerry than his wife.

"Maybe we should just move." Kerry said anxiously.



"I can't be sure, but there's a possibility that it wouldn't help." Alana said 
regretfully.

"Why not?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"We need to finish our evidence review before I can really discuss that with
you, but I promise that, when we're done, I'll explain as much as I can." 
Alana said carefully.

"Can Toni and I help?" Lorra asked hopefully.

Alana seemed to be ready to refuse her offer, out of hand, but caught 
herself before she did.

"Do you think there'd be any problem if Lorra and Toni stayed here and 
helped us?" Alana asked Kerry curiously.

"No. There's no way I'm letting Teresa and Zoe go into that house without 
me, but if Lorra and Toni stay here, I won't have to be worried about 
them." Kerry said honestly.

"Toni, why don't you get your dad to show you and Lorra what he's been 
doing so that you can take over for him. While he's doing that, I'll get a 
laptop set up so that you can both help." Alana asked with a grin.

After a moment of consideration, Toni broke into a smile and said, "Yeah. 
Sure."

"Good." Alana said with satisfaction, then turned to Kerry and said, "As soon
as we're done with our evidence review, I'll drive Toni and Lorra over to 
your house and fill you in on what we've been able to come up with."

"Thank you for all that you're doing." Kerry said sincerely.

* * * * *

Once Mr. and Mrs. Hinton were gone, Alana quickly checked with the girls 
to verify that they understood what they would be doing, then left them to
their work.



After watching nearly an hour of video footage which chronicled absolutely 
nothing, Alana was surprised to hear Toni suddenly say, "I heard something."

"What was that?" Alana asked as she paused her video and turned her 
attention to the girls.

"Listen. I think I got something." Toni said happily.

Alana moved to where she could reach the keyboard and located the 
waveform pattern on the display then placed the cursor right in front of it.

Toni handed her the headphones and waited expectantly for her reaction.

The amplified voice of Charity, asking 'What is your name?', made her wince
at the volume, but then she carefully listened and was able to hear a faint 
response.

Alana increased the volume to maximum and slowed the playback slightly, 
then listened again.

After a few more passes, Alana reached awkwardly around Toni and wrote 
on the notepad, "Daniel."

"That was a good catch, I almost couldn't make it out. Make sure that you 
log the timestamp so that we can go back and listen to it again in the 
review." Alana said with a smile.

"Was that really a ghost?" Lorra asked in wonder.

"A lot of people would make that assumption, given a lot less evidence." 
Alana said carefully.

"What does that mean?" Lorra asked curiously.

"It means that we don't automatically jump to the first conclusion. We 
collect as much evidence as we can, then we look at what we've got and 
try to figure out what's the most reasonable, natural explanation for it." 
Alana said seriously.



"And if there isn't one?" Lorra asked cautiously.

"Sometimes, we have to admit that we just don't know. But it isn't until we 
can verify, without a shadow of a doubt, that something is breaking the 
physical 'natural' laws of our reality that we'll even consider calling it 
supernatural." Alana said carefully.

"How often does that happen?" Lorra asked seriously.

"Not often." Alana said before turning to go back to her investigation.

* * * * *

"What happened last night?"

"I'm not sure. I saw things last night that I can't explain." Kerry told his wife
honestly.

"Should we move somewhere else?" She asked cautiously.

"I've thought about it, but I'm willing to give the paranormal team a chance 
to fix things before we take that step." Kerry said seriously, then continued,
"Listen, Teresa, I couldn't, in good conscience, sell this house to someone 
else, not the way it is. And we can't afford to get another house unless we 
sell this one. Right now, the only thing I can think to do is let the 
paranormal team try to help us. If that doesn't work out, then we'll have to
consider other options."

"We could go stay with my mother, at least until you've decided what you 
want to do." Teresa said urgently.

Kerry pulled into the driveway, then stopped for a moment to think about 
it.

Finally, he quietly said, "I have a job here. I really can't afford to give it up.
Let's see what the paranormal team comes up with when they're done with 
their investigation. If this thing looks like it's going to drag on, then you and
the girls can fly out to your mother's until I can get this all sorted out."



"Why is this happening to us?" Theresa asked in a whimper.

"We might think about asking them about that when their review is 
finished." Kerry said frankly.

"Are we going inside or not?" Zoe asked indignantly from the back seat.

"Yes, honey. We're going in right now." Kerry said to his daughter with a 
smile.

* * * * *

"I think that's got it. I've finished all the remote video." Derek said tiredly.

"The DVR video is just about done, too." Alana said as she looked up from 
her screen.

"We've still got two more to do." Lorra said quickly.

"With two of you doing it, that shouldn't take long." Derek said with a smile 
at the girls.

"Charity? How is your cassette tape transfer going?" Alana asked curiously.

"Next time I say I want to use magnetic tape, just smack me, alright?" 
Charity said miserably.

"Can I? Can I? Me! Me! Me!" Derek called as he bounced in his seat.

Alana was just tired enough to find that funny and let loose a good long 
laugh.

"So, what do we do now?" Lorra asked cautiously.

"When you're finished, we're all going to sit over there at the table with 
Charity and since everything's been copied and converted to uniform data 
files, Derek's going to bring up whatever each of us has been able to find on
the big screen, so we can all look at it together." Alana explained patiently.



"We'd better hurry, then." Lorra said as she returned to her work with 
renewed dedication.

* * * * *

"What happened here? Did someone break in?" Teresa asked as they walked 
into chaos. Zoe was held close to her mother's side as she stared in wonder 
at the ransacked house.

"I'd pity them, if they did." Kerry said as he automatically started moving 
the furniture back into place.

"What's that smell?" Zoe asked with a scrunched up face.

"Either a demon or my sneakers." Kerry answered, mostly without thinking.

Fortunately, his daughter wasn't listening. Her question had been mostly 
rhetorical.

"Did those people do this?" Teresa asked cautiously as she hugged her 
daughter close, as much to comfort as to be comforted.

"No. Whatever it is that they're trying to get rid of, did this." Kerry said 
frankly.

"Should we even be in here?" Teresa asked nervously as she looked around.

"I don't think it's as bad in the daytime... even so, you couldn't pay me 
enough to go into our bedroom, right now." Kerry said frankly.

"What did you see?" Teresa asked hesitantly, obviously afraid of the answer.

"Just think of your worst nightmare, and you're halfway there." Kerry said 
seriously.

"If we can't go into the bedroom, what are we going to do about our 
clothes? How are we going to live like this?" Teresa asked anxiously.



"We won't have to. I promise. Let's wait for the team to finish their 
investigation, then we'll listen to their findings and decide what to do next.
Until then, I need some sleep." Kerry said frankly.

"How can you sleep at a time like this?!" Teresa asked incredulously.

"Mostly because I didn't sleep at all last night, not even for a minute. 
Please, just let me sleep until they're done with the evidence review." 
Kerry almost begged as he walked to the couch and sat down.

"What am I supposed to do while you're sleeping?" Teresa asked as she 
looked around.

"I don't know. It's Halloween. Maybe you and Zoe could do something for 
that. After all, we've already got the haunted house." Kerry said as he 
rested back and closed his eyes.

* * * * *

"Before we begin, I'd just like to explain a few things to Lorra and Toni." 
Alana said as she took her seat at the table.

Both girls turned their attention to her.

"First, I'm going to define some terms. That way we all know that when we 
say something like 'ghost' that we're all talking about the same thing." Alana
explained carefully.

Toni was looking on with interest, but Lorra was nearly bouncing with 
anticipation.

"I suppose that I'll start with 'ghost'. We commonly use that to describe the 
manifestation of a once living being that is now departed. Most commonly, 
we use the word 'ghost' to describe the spiritual manifestation of a person, 
but animal spirits are not unheard of." Alana said carefully.

"When I was little, we had a cat that died and I never saw a spirit or 
anything." Lorra said thoughtfully.



"Some people believe that when a living being dies, that some sort of spirit 
emerges and crosses over to another spiritual realm. Be that limbo, 
heaven, hell, elisia or whatever, it's a completely different realm. The 
ghosts that we see on the earthly plane are the rare few who didn't cross 
over, for whatever reason." Alana explained.

"And no one has ever been able to prove that any of the spiritual stuff 
exists outside of people's dreams and nightmares." Charity said frankly.

Alana nodded, then said, "Which is why we're here, trying to either prove 
that such things are real, or provide natural explanations for what people 
are experiencing."

"So you don't believe in ghosts?" Lorra asked uncertainly.

"I don't believe or disbelieve. I do my best to look at the evidence and find 
the most reasonable explanation." Alana said seriously, then continued, 
"Next we have 'poltergeists'. They're said to be mischievous and sometimes 
malevolent spirits with the ability to move things and even hurt people."

"Is that what we've got in our house?" Toni asked with concern.

"I don't know, yet. Maybe you can help us answer that question when we 
review the evidence." Alana said frankly.

Toni looked at Lorra nervously.

"Next we have 'demons'. They're said to be spiritual creatures that were 
never alive and have never walked the earth." Alana said carefully.

"Where do they come from?" Lorra asked in wonder.

"If you look at the various mythologies, they each have their own creation 
story and many of them talk about the origins of angels, demons, spirit 
guides and the like. For the purposes of what we'll be doing, it doesn't 
really matter where they came from. What we need to determine is if 
we've got one and if we do, what to do about it." Alana said seriously.



"Now, the last thing before we begin. Since ancient times people have 
claimed to encounter supernatural entities. Through the ages, they've 
concocted various ways of dealing with them, with varying degrees of 
success. Once we've determined, to the best of our ability, what we're 
dealing with, then we'll look at those traditions and see which solution best
fits our needs." Alana said carefully.

"So you don't have a proton pack that you can use to zap them away?" Lorra
asked with a smile.

"The proton pack only restrains them until you can get them into the trap." 
Derek said seriously.

Charity couldn't contain her grin as she rolled her eyes.

"No. We don't have anything like that. Let's look at the evidence and see 
what we've got before we start worrying about what to do next." Alana said
with a smile.

"Just poke me if I fall asleep." Charity said as she turned her attention to 
the big screen.

"I'll do it." Derek said with a grin.

Charity turned an icy glare on him and quietly said, "I'll break it off."

* * * * *

Teresa took her daughter into the kitchen to begin the task of making iced 
halloween sugar cookies in the shape of pumpkins.

Although she wasn't really in the mood, it made her feel slightly better to 
busy herself with the mundane task.

There was a sound, like something being dropped, upstairs.

"What was that?" Zoe asked her mother curiously.



"I don't know, baby. Just keep stirring." Teresa said as she tried to reign in 
her emotions.

"Are we going to go and live with grandma?" Zoe asked as she began to stir 
again.

A sudden thump sounded from the dining room, but Teresa did her best not 
to react as she said, "I don't know. I don't know much of anything, right 
now."

* * * * *

"Derek, do you want to start with the audio?" Alana asked as she turned her 
attention to the big screen.

"Sure." Derek said quickly, then looked back to the table and said, "Good 
work girls. You catalogued these just right."

A waveform pattern filled the big TV/monitor, then after a glance to be 
sure that everyone was ready, Derek hit the button to play the first audio 
file.

"I muted this to some degree so that the questioner's voice wouldn't blast 
us out." Derek explained before Charity's voice came over the speaker, 
rather loudly, saying, "What is your name?"

There were a few seconds of silence before a quiet, whisper of a voice 
responded, "Daniel."

"Were you able to find any records of Daniel Quartermaine?" Alana asked 
seriously.

"Not much. We might have better luck looking for records at the public 
library or the county courthouse. But anything before 1790 is pretty much a
shot in the dark. All I managed to come up with is a cemetery record that 
seems to match." Derek said frankly.

"Mark that for further investigation." Alana said decisively.



Derek nodded, then quickly typed a text note on his small screen.

"Next?" Alana prompted.

"Everyone flinched at Kerry's bellowing voice asking, "What is your name?"

What followed was a quiet, yet very clear, "Benjamin."

Derek held up a hand, indicating that it wasn't finished.

Everyone listened carefully and watched the waveform moving on the 
screen.

Kerry's loud, distorted voice asked, "Did you live here?"

Then, barely audibly, a voice responded, "This is my job."

"Wow! Okay. Good job on cleaning that up." Alana said frankly.

Derek smiled at her praise.

"So while we're looking for Daniel Quartermaine, we also need to be looking
for someone, from the same timeframe, named Benjamin, who used to 
work in the house?" Charity speculated.

"If we could find a connection like that, it would be ideal. But I'm not going
to hold my breath." Alana said frankly, then asked, "Any more audio?"

"There's a few, but only one that I've been able to do anything with." Derek 
said, then started the next audio file playing.

"I have to leave."

"I love you."

"I can't."

"I'll go with you."

"That's what they kept saying outside my bedroom!" Toni said suddenly.



"So, that's the residual." Alana said thoughtfully, then turned to Derek and 
asked, "Where was that from?"

"That was the digital recorder at the top of the stairs." Derek answered 
professionally.

Alana nodded as she made a note.

"I'm just going to play through the rest of these, back to back. I couldn't 
make any sense of them, but if something sounds familiar, just tell me and 
I'll stop and replay it." Derek said before playing another set of clips.

For the most part, it was just incomprehensible whispers, but at one point 
Lorra quickly said, "Stop!"

Derek stopped the playback and moved the slider back to the beginning of 
that segment of the clip.

"Can we listen to this one, then the 'I love you' clip? I think it's the same 
thing, just at lower volume." Lorra said seriously.

"Yeah, just let me queue it up." Derek said as he turned to face his 
computer.

Everyone watched as Derek manipulated the two clips in horizontal 
windows, one above the other. After a little squeezing and stretching, he 
was able to get the waveforms to almost match up.

"I have to leave."

"I love you."

"I can't."

"I'll go with you."

Then the second clip played and it was easy to tell that even though the 
words weren't understandable, the pitch and inflection were identical.

"Nice catch, Lorra. You have a good ear." Alana said seriously.



"That audio came from the recorder at the other end of the hall. It's 
virtually the same timestamp as the first." Derek said carefully.

"Is that all the audio?" Alana asked to be sure.

"Yeah." Derek said then clicked something on his keyboard and the screen 
filled with a blurry dark image.

"What are we looking at?" Alana asked curiously.

"This is one of the digital photos I took after we heard the growl in the 
master bedroom. This is the only one that showed anything besides a door."
Derek said frankly.

"I can't make out any detail." Alana said carefully.

"That's as good as I could get it. Either it was moving quickly or it just looks
like that. If you'll look in the background, the image of the door isn't the 
least bit blurred, so it's not camera movement." Derek explained.

"Any other photographic evidence?" Alana asked as she wrote down another 
note.

Derek hit a button and a picture of the scratches on Alana's belly filled the 
screen.

"I don't have anything to point out in this one, but I thought it was 
important to remember that whatever it turns out to be that we're dealing 
with, here, we have to keep in mind that it can hurt us." Derek said 
seriously.

"It hurt you?" Toni asked in surprise.

"Yes. I was using religious provocation and it lashed out at me." Alana said 
calmly, hoping to minimize the event.

"I didn't know that a ghost could really hurt you." Lorra said in wonder.



"Remember what I told you when we started. 'Ghost' is the term we use for 
something that was once alive. I would be willing to tentatively accept that
Daniel and Benjamin might be ghosts. But whatever did this..." Alana said 
as she pointed at the large screen, "I would guess is more likely a 
poltergeist or a demon."

"What's the difference?" Lorra asked curiously.

"Actually, depending on who you ask, there isn't one. Poltergeists are 
thought to be a 'class' of demon. They're usually very powerful and fairly 
troublesome, but their reign of terror usually only lasts a few weeks to a 
few months. Demons... well, let's just say that they tend to stick around a 
lot longer." Alana said carefully.

Charity looked at Alana expectantly, but when she didn't continue, Charity 
added, "And poltergeists usually appear when there's a pubescent girl, or 
sometimes a menopausal woman, in the household."

Alana flashed Charity a warning look, but didn't contradict her.

"I could have caused this?" Toni said in realization.

"No." Alana said firmly, then explained, "At least, from what I've witnessed, 
the evidence doesn't bear out that assumption."

Charity looked at Alana curiously.

"If the 'entity' were somehow being fueled by Toni's hormonal state, then it 
would stand to reason that it would be weakened in her absence. I think I 
can safely say that what we encountered last night was, if anything, 
gaining in strength." Alana said seriously.

Charity considered Alana's words, then began to slowly nod in agreement.

"So, it's a demon?" Lorra asked cautiously.

"Given what we've seen so far, that seems the most likely conclusion. But 
let's see what else we've come up with." Alana said, then looked to Derek 
expectantly.



Derek nodded, then hit a key on his computer.

The screen filled with a psychedelic rainbow of colors, forming the image 
of a room filled with boxes.

"Freaky." Lorra said under her breath.

"This is infrared of the dining room. Just watch." Derek said as he watched 
the image on the big screen.

Everyone was silent as they waited for something to happen.

Suddenly, a red blur moved on the screen.

"Freeze it." Alana said quickly.

Derek tapped the spacebar on his keyboard and the image stopped.

Alana stood and walked to the screen as she said, "The entity is moving 
between the boxes. You can see a clear delineation where its lower half is 
blocked out."

"I think I see a nose." Toni said tentatively.

"Where?" Alana asked as she looked back at the image.

Toni walked to the screen and pointed.

"Back it up and slow the playback." Alana said as she carefully watched the 
screen.

As everyone watched the replay, Alana slowly said, "Yes. And I can make out
the eye ridge. I think we can safely upgrade this from 'unknown blur' to 
'possible apparition'."

"If you liked that, you're going to love this." Derek said enthusiastically.

Alana and Toni took their seats again as Derek started the next video.



Although the video seemed to be meandering around the room aimlessly, 
the sound of a creaking door caught everyone's attention.

When the camera focused on the door, everyone stared in wonder at the 
clear image of a young teenage boy peeking into the room.

"My name is Charity. I just want to talk to you for a minute. What is your 
name?"

The boy looked directly into the camera, then ducked back behind the 
door.

"Wait! I'm not going to hurt you! I just want to ask you some questions!"

Everyone watched the video jump and jiggle as Charity pulled the door 
open, then watched as it searched up and down the hallway, finding 
nothing.

"That's a 'Class A' piece of evidence." Alana said in an impressed tone.

"Yeah, and the investigator did a really good job of keeping it calm and 
professional." Derek said with a sincere grin at Charity.

"Excellent work." Alana agreed, then looked around the room and asked, 
"Any comments?"

"That's not the same guy we saw." Lorra said reluctantly.

"Do what?" Alana asked with surprise.

"She's right. That's not who we saw the other night." Toni confirmed.

Alana thought for a moment, then carefully said, "Since we have an audio 
file of Charity asking the entity its name and receiving the response, 
'Daniel', I suppose that what you two might have seen was Benjamin."

"Here's another angle." Derek said before starting the video.

Everyone watched as the stationary camera, which had been focused on 
the door, caught the door opening and the boy's head peeking inside.



"Have you had a chance to check the hallway cameras for this timestamp?" 
Alana asked thoughtfully.

"I thought you'd ask." Derek said with a smile, then started the next video 
in his queue.

"There!" Lorra said as she pointed.

Only the vaguest outline of the boy's upper body could be seen as the door 
started to open.

"If I hadn't seen the view from inside the room, I wouldn't accept this as 
evidence of anything." Derek said frankly.

"What about the other hallway camera?" Alana asked curiously.

Derek hit a key, then said, "Even worse."

They all watched the door open slightly, then a moment later, Charity 
barrel into the hall, looking frantic as she scanned around with the video 
camera.

"Any thoughts before we go on?" Alana asked the room in general.

No one seemed to be inclined to answer, so she nodded at Derek to 
continue.

"Girls, brace yourselves. This one's hard to watch." Derek warned.

"We're not little kids." Lorra said indignantly.

Derek glanced at her with a dubious expression, then started the video.

Everyone watched as Alana slowly stood.

"Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle..."

Alana had to fight to continue watching, but since her memory of the 
incident was still so foggy, she knew that she needed to.



Whether they wanted to admit to it or not, every person in the room felt a 
chill when the low raspy growl sounded.

Then, suddenly, Alana was literally thrown off her feet and propelled four 
feet back, into the bedroom door.

"Replay that in slow-mo." Charity said in a firm, professional voice.

Derek turned to his computer and restarted the video at half the normal 
speed.

"I want to see if we can see what did this." Charity explained.

"I think we know what did it." Derek said frankly.

"No, you're assuming that you know..." Charity trailed off as the video 
reached the point of the attack.

"I can't see anything." Toni said cautiously.

"There may not be anything to see. I just want to be sure." Charity said as 
she kept her focus on the screen.

When the video had finished, she shook her head in defeat.

"What about the DVR?" Alana asked seriously.

"Coming up." Derek said, then started the next video.

Everyone watched as the same events replayed, but from a different angle.

"Look over there." Toni said as she pointed.

"At what?" Alana asked curiously.

"Back it up, I think I saw something over there, by the wall." Toni said 
seriously.

Derek quickly restarted the video then watched with interest.



"On the left side of the screen, you can barely see it." Toni said in a low 
voice.

When the video reached the point just after Alana had said the prayer, 
everyone watched as something seemed to come into being, for just an 
instant.

"Back it up. Freeze it." Alana barked as she got up from her chair and 
moved closer to the big screen.

"There." Derek said as he did his best to capture the image she wanted.

"The head of a bird, and the teeth of a wolf..." Alana said carefully.

"What's that?" Toni asked in confusion.

"It's kind of a long shot. I'm trying to guess at how a primitive person would 
describe this... thing. What I'm hoping is that I'll be able to find a historic 
incidence of someone encountering another one of these and, with any 
luck, find out how they defeated it." Alana said carefully.

Lorra looked at the vague image on the screen and seemed to be trying to 
make sense of it.

"What's next?" Alana asked as she went back to her seat.

"Last one. After this, I've got a whole bunch of little orbs and flares, but 
nothing significant." Derek said as he started the last video.

When the 'creature' popped into view for just a frame or two, everyone 
jumped, even those who knew it was coming.

"Let's see the screen cap." Alana said firmly.

The screen filled with a still image that was the stuff that nightmares were
made of.

"That's in my house?" Toni asked in amazement.



"It seems so. Now we just have to figure out what to do about it." Alana 
said frankly.

* * * * *

"Are we going trick or treating tonight?" Zoe asked hopefully.

"I don't know yet. We'll see." Teresa said distractedly.

"I want to be a princess." Zoe said happily.

"We've already got your costume. You're going to be that pink ninja ranger 
thing that you picked out." Teresa said as she fought to focus more of her 
attention on her daughter.

"I want to be a princess!" Zoe said firmly.

"Keep your voice down. You'll wake your father." Teresa stage whispered.

"I want to be a princess." Zoe demanded.

"Honey, you're six years old. I think it's time you understood something." 
Teresa said seriously, "The movies and fairy tales lied to you. Princesses 
aren't all beautiful, they aren't all happy, and they don't always get 
everything that they want."

Zoe looked at her mother with confusion at the statement.

"I'd rather you be a pink ninja thing because at least then you're someone 
who can take care of herself. A princess is a boring, useless thing to be. I 
want you to be someone strong and independent, not ever needing for 
someone to 'rescue' her." Teresa said thoughtfully.

"Huh?"

Teresa snapped out of her thoughts and smiled before saying, "The cookies 
should be cooled down enough, let's start icing them."

"Okay!"



* * * * *

"I'm scared." Toni said frankly.

"I know. That's perfectly reasonable, given the circumstances." Alana said as
she fought to keep her sleepy mind on her driving.

"Have you decided what you're going to do about the demon, yet?" Lorra 
asked from the seat behind Toni's.

"I still have a few things to check out, but I have a general idea." Alana said
evasively.

"You look really tired." Toni said honestly.

"I am. But all I have to do is tell your parents what we've found and then 
I'm going to get a few hours of sleep."

"Thanks for letting us help." Toni said sincerely.

"You did really good work. Maybe, when this is all over, you two could help 
us with evidence reviews, if you'd like." Alana said as she pulled onto Toni's 
block.

"Really? That'd be great!" Lorra said happily.

"Sure. You take the work seriously and you do a good job. Evidence review 
is a long difficult slog at the best of times. We'd be happy to have the 
help." Alana said as she pulled the van to a stop.

"Could we, maybe, go on investigations with you, too?" Lorra asked 
hopefully.

"Let's save that discussion for some other time. Right now, we have a job to
do." Alana said before getting out of the van.

* * * * *

"Hello, Alana. Please come in." Teresa said as she stepped away from the 
door, with Zoe almost glued to her side.



"Thank you. I've just come by to give you the summary of the evidence we 
collected last night." Alana said as she fought to force a smile past her 
exhaustion.

"Are you going to get rid of it?" Teresa asked hopefully as she put a hand on 
Zoe's shoulder.

"Yes. At least, we're going to try. But we're going to need to arrange a few 
things first. We'll do that tonight." Alana assured her, then asked, "Where 
can I set up my laptop?"

"Is the kitchen okay?" Teresa asked uncertainly.

"That will be fine."

"I'll wake Kerry, he'll want to hear this." Teresa said quickly, then dashed 
away, Zoe following a step behind.

"It smells like someone's been baking cookies." Lorra said with a smile.

Alana noticed Toni's expression of distraction.

"What's wrong?" Alana asked curiously.

"Is all of this my fault?" Toni asked quietly.

"Why would you think that?" Alana asked as she divided her attention to get
her laptop ready to use.

Toni glanced at Lorra, then quietly said, "You said that someone... like me, 
could kind of 'summon' a poltergeist, right?"

"Something like that. Some people speculate that the changes in your body 
at this time in your life can sort of supercharge your psychic energy, which 
can attract spiritual entities." Alana said carefully.

"And what if someone like me was really worried or afraid about 
something? Could that make it even worse?" Toni asked cautiously.



"I suppose it could. If you take the psychic 'rush' from an unstable hormonal
state and compound it with additional emotional stress, it could 
conceivably amplify the effect." Alana said speculatively.

"If that stress was gone, then would it fix it?" Toni asked reluctantly.

Alana thought for a moment, then carefully said, "No. At least, I don't think
it would get rid of anything that's already here. But it could weaken it, 
depriving it of its primary source of power and it would also reduce the 
likelihood that another such entity might be attracted in the future... 
theoretically speaking, of course."

"Did you come up with anything?" Kerry asked hopefully as he walked into 
the kitchen.

"A few things. I think you're aware of most of them, but it paints more of a 
picture when you can see them all in a row." Alana said as she brought up 
the audio playback program on the screen of her laptop.

"Mom, Dad, I'm gay." Toni said firmly.

"What?" Teresa asked with confusion at the non sequitur.

"I'm a lesbian." Toni said with a tremble of fear in her voice.

There was a long moment of silence, then Teresa carefully asked, "Are you 
sure?"

"She doesn't have to be sure." Kerry said, before Toni could formulate a 
response, "If she feels strongly enough about it to 'come out' to us, then 
she's sure enough."

Kerry then turned to his daughter and said, "But just so we're clear, this 
isn't carved in stone. If, as you grow, you realize that your 'interests' have 
changed, we'll be fine with that, too."

Toni stared at her dad for a long moment, trying to comprehend what he 
was saying. When she finally deciphered his answer as being acceptance, 
she turned and looked at her mother with concern.



"Your father's right. Be who you are and we'll be here when you need us." 
Teresa said decisively.

"That's so cool." Lorra said with a smile.

Both Kerry and Teresa turned their attention toward her and had matching 
inquisitive looks.

"She's just a friend. I told her before she spent the night, but we're not..." 
Toni faltered before she could finish.

"I'm glad you've got a friend who accepts you." Kerry told his daughter 
assuringly.

"It's not like it was back in the stone age. No one thinks it's a big deal." 
Lorra said frankly, then added, "No one our age, anyway."

Kerry chuckled at the statement, then looked to his daughter and said, "I'm 
glad that you told us, but you picked a really interesting time to do it."

Toni glanced at Alana, then said, "It's possible that I might be the cause of 
all the trouble that we've been having. Me being all worried about how to 
tell you and how you'd react might have..."

Alana noticed that Toni was having trouble finding the words and jumped 
in, "I can't say that Toni is the cause or even a contributing factor in what's 
been happening in your house, but if she were, her 'coming out' and you 
reacting as well as you did may have just deprived the entity of a much 
needed source of psychic energy."

Kerry walked to his daughter and gave her a firm hug.

"Let me go ahead and show you what we've found, so I can get some sleep 
before we have to fight this thing." Alana said as she turned her attention 
back to her laptop.

"What's a lesbian?" Zoe asked her mother quietly.

"A girl who loves other girls." Teresa said simply.



Zoe seemed to consider that for a moment, then turned her attention to 
the laptop's screen.

* * * * *

"The files you're about to see and hear have been edited and computer 
enhanced to make them a little bit easier to understand. We have the raw 
files saved, back at the office, if you ever want to see the completely 
unedited versions." Alana said professionally.

She glanced upward at the sound of a thump from upstairs, then started 
the first audio file.

"This one came from Toni's bedroom." Alana hurried to add before the 
sound played.

"What is your name?"

"Daniel."

"When the psychic walked through the house, she said that one of the 
spirits she sensed was named Daniel Quartermaine. Supposedly, he's a 
distant relation of the Quartermaine family that settled this area." Alana 
said seriously, then pressed the button for the next audio clip.

"What is your name?"

"Benjamin."

It sounded like something bumped against the dining room wall. Alana 
glanced in that direction and waited a moment before she continued.

"We don't have any leads on a Benjamin in this house, but so far we've only 
been able to do Internet research. Once we've been able to look at the 
village and county records, we may be able to find more information." 
Alana said seriously, then started the next recording.

"Did you live here?"



"This is my job."

"That might indicate that Benjamin was a member of the household staff. 
This is all speculation, but it's a place to start looking." Alana said, then 
started the next one.

"I have to leave."

"I love you."

"I can't."

"I'll go with you."

"This came from the top of the stairs. Toni said that it was what she kept 
hearing being whispered, over and over." Alana said carefully.

"They were lovers." Lorra said thoughtfully.

"With a conversation taken out of context, we can't automatically make 
that assumption." Alana warned.

"Daniel lived in this house and Benjamin worked here. They were in love, 
but because they were master and servant, they couldn't be together." 
Lorra said distantly.

"And because they were both guys." Toni added simply.

"Yeah. They used to burn witches here. I seriously doubt that they'd be okay
with a gay couple." Lorra said with a nod.

"Keep in mind, this is all speculation on our part. We need to base our 
conclusions only on the facts." Alana warned.

Toni and Lorra both nodded their agreement.

Alana pressed a key on the laptop and the rainbow hued image filled the 
screen.



"If we're working under the assumption that Benjamin and Daniel are the 
ghosts of people who used to live here, then it would stand to reason that 
this is a picture of Benjamin." Alana said carefully.

"Is that the dining room?" Teresa asked uncertainly.

"Yes. And that's also where Kerry caught the EVP of Benjamin." Alana 
confirmed.

"Why do you think he's making all the racket in there at all hours of the day
and night?" Teresa asked as she moved closer to get a better look at the 
screen.

"Because it's his job." Lorra said suddenly.

"What was that?" Alana asked curiously.

"If Benjamin was a servant in this house, it's his job to keep the place neat 
and clean. Maybe that's why he's moving stuff. He's trying to clean it up." 
Lorra speculated.

Alana considered for a moment, then said, "That's quite a leap in 
reasoning, but until we've got a better explanation, I'm inclined to go with 
it."

Lorra smiled proudly at the announcement.

Alana pressed the button and waited for the reaction to the next video.

"Oh my God!" Teresa exclaimed.

"That's Daniel." Toni told her mother.

"Yeah. Benjamin's got black hair." Lorra added.

"I can see him... I mean... how..." Teresa stammered.

"This has to be one of the best pieces of evidence that we've ever 
collected." Alana said honestly.



"I can't be here." Toni said suddenly.

"What was that?" Alana asked curiously.

"When Benjamin stopped at Daniel's bedroom door, when Lorra and I were 
in there, he said, 'I can't be here.'" Toni said quickly.

"I suppose that does kind of fit in with your 'forbidden love' theory." Alana 
said in a considering tone.

"But they're together now." Lorra added quietly.

Alana was about to start the next video, but caught herself.

"You might not want Zoe to see this one, it might give her nightmares." 
Alana said frankly.

"Come here, Angel. Why don't you show me where Mommy hid the cookies?"
Kerry asked his daughter gently.

Zoe ran to her father, happy to be receiving his attention.

When Alana was sure that they were far enough away, she started the 
video.

Everyone watched as Alana was knocked completely off her feet and 
thrown into the bedroom door.

Teresa brought up a hand to cover her mouth as she stared at the horrific 
sight.

"It's a nasty one." Alana said, then brought up the still image of the 'beast'.

Teresa began trembling uncontrollably as tears started sliding down her 
cheeks.

"We made cookies!" Zoe said proudly as she carried a plate of iced sugar 
cookies toward the table.



Alana casually closed the laptop before Zoe could get close enough to see 
the image.

"So, have you decided what we're doing?" Kerry asked seriously as he 
returned to the gathering.

Alana glanced at Teresa, who seemed to be trying to gain control of her 
emotions.

"I think, for this to work, we're going to need to have Toni here, and of 
course, you'll need to be here, Kerry. It would probably be best if Zoe were 
out of the house..."

"We're going trick or treating!" Zoe said happily before snatching another 
cookie from the plate.

"There will probably be some Halloween parties in the area, it might be 
good to stop in and check those out, too." Alana said in a leading tone.

Teresa caught on to what she was saying and nodded her agreement.

"I'll get in contact with Father Francis and we'll set up a time for everyone 
to meet here. I'll call you with those details as soon as everything's been 
arranged." Alana said, mostly to Kerry.

"Can I come, too?" Lorra asked hopefully.

"I think that it would be a great help if you were here to lend Toni your 
moral support." Alana said with a smile.

"Make sure to call your mom to be sure that it's okay." Kerry told her 
seriously.

Lorra nodded her agreement.

"Okay. If no one has any questions, I'm going to make the arrangements, 
then I'm going to get some much needed sleep." Alana said seriously.

"I don't know how you do it." Kerry said honestly.



"Sometimes, neither do I." Alana chuckled as she picked up her laptop.

* * * * *

"Mr. Hinton, it's good to see you again. How are you?" Father Francis asked 
when the door opened.

"With all that's going on, I suppose I'm doing as well as I can be." Kerry said 
frankly, then quickly added, "Please, come in."

"I've been preparing since we last spoke. Rest assured, we will emerge 
victorious." Father Francis said confidently.

"I'm really glad to hear that." Kerry said honestly.

As they entered the living room, Father Francis noticed that Alana, Derek 
and Charity were all present, as were Toni and Lorra.

"Where are your wife and younger daughter?" Father Francis asked 
cautiously.

"They're out trick or treating. Teresa's going to keep them away until I call 
and tell her that we're finished." Kerry said frankly.

"Good. I'm glad that you thought to do that." Father Francis said with a 
smile.

"Do you know where you'd like to set up?" Alana asked curiously.

"That depends. Is there one area of the house that the demon tends to 
frequent?" Father Francis asked cautiously.

"The master bedroom, upstairs at the far end of the hallway." Alana 
answered seriously.

"Then I believe that I could set up here, then do a cleansing in each room, 
ending with that bedroom. That should reduce the possibility of it evading 
us." Father Francis said thoughtfully.

"I like that plan." Alana said with a nod.



The ring of a doorbell caught everyone's attention.

When it was obvious that no one else was going to do it, Toni said, "I'll get 
it."

Lorra automatically walked with her to the entry hall.

"Trick or treat!" Three kids chorused.

"Here you go." Toni said as she put a fistful of candy into each of their bags.

"Thanks!" One of the kids said happily, then the group ran, as one, down 
the walkway to a waiting car.

"Do you remember when life was that simple?" Lorra asked as she turned to 
walk back inside.

"You mean, two weeks ago?" Toni asked with a grin.

Lorra thought about it for a moment, and finally said, "It seems longer."

* * * * *

"What's that, you've got there?" Father Francis asked when he saw 
something that looked like bundles of weeds, tied with twine.

"Sage. I don't know a lot about your christian hocus pocus thing, but I've 
heard that this stuff helps when you're doing a cleansing." Charity said 
frankly.

"Typically, we use incense, but since I didn't think to bring any, I suppose 
that smudging with sage will suffice." Father Francis said consideringly.

"Is it going to hurt anything if I record what you're doing, Father?" Derek 
asked cautiously.

"I can't see any reason why it would. That is, as long as you don't interfere."
Father Francis said thoughtfully.

"I just plan to stay in the background and watch." Derek said seriously.



* * * * *

It took a while for Father Francis to get everything in order, but finally he 
began the cleansing and blessing ritual to dispel any forces of evil from the 
house. As he went to each door and window, he marked it with holy water 
and said a special invocation to secure it against any who would intend 
harm.

Alana walked with the priest, carrying supplies, and seemed to instinctively
know what he needed before he had a chance to ask for it.

Charity followed along with her bundle of sage, slightly smoking, to cleanse
the air of each room they passed through.

Derek had his DVR camera in hand, documenting every step of the way.

Kerry, Toni and Lorra followed along, uncertain of their importance in the 
ceremony.

* * * * *

When the doorbell rang, Lorra would hurry back to the front door to attend
to the trick or treaters, since they had been told that Toni might be needed
and that Lorra was there for moral support.

Upon completion of the first floor, the entire party ascended the stairs and 
began the entire production again, this time starting with the room that 
would be Mike's, when he visited.

When they moved on to Toni's room, both she and Lorra had the same 
thought. They were worried that what the priest was doing might somehow
harm or expel Daniel or Benjamin. Neither of them wanted for the young 
lovers to be forcibly removed from the house.

However, neither of them had the will to interrupt the Father as he 
continued on with his marathon blessing.

* * * * *



Finally, after what seemed to be an incredibly long time, they reached the 
last room of the house.

The feeling of foreboding and dread as they walked in was unmistakable.

The temperature in the room was a good twenty degrees cooler than 
anywhere else in the house and even though the lights appeared to be 
functioning normally, the room seemed to be dark and had the sense of 
being uncomfortably confining.

Throughout the house, Father Francis had conducted his blessings and 
prayers in English. But as soon as he stepped into the master bedroom, he 
immediately switched to Latin.

Alana was on alert, determined that the thing that had attacked her before
wouldn't get a second chance.

Charity was obviously afraid, but forced herself to continue on and 
confront the thing that only the day before she was certain didn't exist.

Derek stood just inside the bedroom door with his DVR camera in hand, 
documenting every moment of their encounter.

At a certain point during his blessing, Father Francis made an urgent 
summoning motion to Kerry, bidding him to come forward.

"Mr. Hinton, you're the master of this house. You need to exert your 
authority as such and command this evil to leave." Father Francis said 
quickly.

Before Kerry could open his mouth, a growl started which escalated into a 
roar.

Kerry, Alana and Father Francis were all impacted by an unseen force at 
the same time. It wasn't enough to knock them off their feet, but all three 
had to fight to maintain their balance.

"I'm the one who brought you here. Now I'm sending you back." Toni said as 
she stepped forward, to her father's side.



"Listen to me! I deny you! You can't have any more of my power! I'm cutting
you off!" Toni screamed.

"I'm the head of this household! You are not welcome here! GET OUT OF MY 
HOUSE!" Kerry finished with a yell.

As soon as the words were out of Kerry's mouth, Father Francis stood 
forward and forcefully said, "Exorcizamus te, omnis immunde spiritus, omni
satanica potestas, omnis incursioinfernalis adversarii, omnis legio, omnis 
congregatio et secta diabolica, in nomini etvirtute Domini nostri Jesu 
Christi, eradicare et effugare a Dei Ecclesia, ab animabusad imaginem Dei 
conditis ac pretioso divini Agni sanguini redemptis."

An anguished howl filled the room and all present, except Father Francis, 
covered their ears at the horrific sound.

The sound seemed to go on and on, but one by one the people in the room 
realized that the sound was becoming more distant.

As soon as it had faded completely, Father Francis jumped into action, 
performing the cleansing ritual he had done in all the other rooms of the 
house. As soon as the last syllable left his mouth, he took the holy water 
from Alana's hand and blessed the windows and door of the room.

Everyone was standing, more or less in shock, when Father Francis finally 
finished speaking and the room fell into silence.

"Do you feel that?" Lorra asked in a whisper.

"What?" Toni asked as everyone turned to listen with interest.

"Before, it was like being deep in a cave, now it feels... like freedom." 
Lorra said, obviously having difficulty finding the words.

"Is it over?" Kerry asked cautiously.

Alana thought for a moment, then carefully said, "There's no way that I can
promise that it is. But as far as I can tell, and from everything I know, I'd 
say that we've gotten rid of the thing that we've been calling a demon."



"What about Daniel and Benjamin?" Toni asked with concern.

"I don't know, we'll just have to wait and see if they're still here. But, if 
they are, do you want them to be?" Alana asked curiously.

Toni looked at her dad uncertainly.

"This is their home, a place where they'll always belong and always be 
accepted." Kerry said seriously.

Toni smiled at the answer, then said, "You might have trouble getting Mom 
to go along with it."

"I think that if I talk to Benjamin and get him to stop bumping things 
around in the dining room, that she'll be fine with the rest, given enough 
time." Kerry said thoughtfully.

Before Toni could respond, the doorbell rang.

Trick or Treat!



Case #20151204A – Jack’s Case

Chapter 1: Investigative Dangers

"Alana, it's Jack. I need your help."

"What can I do for you?"

"We've been doing an investigation and we've hit a wall. I was wondering if
you and your team would like to try your hand at it?" Jack asked hopefully.

"Since when do you ask for help?" Alana asked suspiciously.

"Since now." Jack answered a little too quickly.

"Before I agree, what type of thing are we looking at?"

"Alana, this one's got me scared. You know me. I can handle things that go 
bump in the night and the occasional jump scare. But what we're dealing 
with here is on a whole other level."

"How do you mean?" Alana asked cautiously.

"I don't want to take the chance of influencing your investigation with our 
mistaken assumptions. But if you decide to take over the case... Be 
careful, okay? This one's nasty." Jack said with concern.

"Everyone's supposed to meet here at six. Can you be here to fill us in?" 
Alana asked carefully.

"I'll bring the case file with the accumulated evidence. But... Kyla and I 
won't be going with you. We can't go back there." Jack finished regretfully.



"It's okay, Jack. I understand." Alana assured him.

"I'll see you at six." Jack said anxiously before hanging up the phone.

* * * * *

"I brought Max with me, I hope that's okay." Charity said as she walked into 
the office.

"Of course. But it looks like we may have a case." Alana said frankly.

"Oh? I thought tonight was just to review case files and plan for next week."
Charity said honestly, then smiled when her boyfriend walked into the 
room.

"That was my original plan, but then Jack called and asked if we would 
take over a case for him." Alana said seriously.

"He wants us to take one of his cases? What's up with that?" Charity asked in
wonder.

"Who's Jack?" Max asked timidly.

"He runs another paranormal team... well, you can hardly call it a team. 
It's him and his wife, Kyla." Charity explained.

"Jack is a physicist and an author. He does paranormal investigations in his 
spare time. Kyla claims to be 'sensitive' to spiritual energies." Alana added.

"Why does Jack want us to take one of his cases?" Charity asked again.

"It must be too big for a two-man team." Alana answered simply.

"Is it okay if Max comes along? If this is a big job, you might need a 
psychic." Charity asked seriously.

"I'm not a medium. I can just sense things, sometimes." Max cautioned.

Alana smiled at the exchange and couldn't help but comment, "I can 
remember when, not too long ago, you nearly had a kicking screaming fit 
at the thought of calling in a psychic."



"Yeah. Well, since then I've figured out that psychics aren't all hucksters 
and charlatans. Some of them are really good people who get flashes of 
insight." Charity said as she looked lovingly at her boyfriend.

"Max! I didn't expect to see you, tonight. How are you doing?" A voice 
intruded.

"I'm doing fine. How have you been, Derek?" Max asked with a genuine 
smile.

"Classes have been kicking my butt this semester, but I think I'm finally 
getting on top of it." Derek said frankly.

"Let me know if you need any help. I don't remember everything from my 
college days, but I can at least help you reason things out or help you do 
research." Max said sincerely.

"Thanks, Max. I think I'm alright at the moment, but if things get too crazy, 
I may give you a call." Derek said gratefully.

"Am I late?" A voice called before a man walked into the room.

Alana glanced at the clock, then smiled as she said, "You made it with five 
minutes to spare. And I understand that you're driving over here right after 
a full day of work. There's no way I'd be upset if you were late."

"Do we want to go ahead and start?" Derek asked as he looked around.

"We're waiting on Jack. He's got a case for us." Charity told him quietly.

"Why's Jack giving us a case?" Derek asked cautiously.

"If you'll wait for just a few minutes, you can ask him yourself. He should 
be on his way here." Alana said as she walked into the conference room and
took her usual seat.

"Kerry, how are the wife and kids?" Derek asked as they followed.

"They're fine... except that Lorra and Toni are driving me crazy, trying to 
talk me into letting them do investigations." Kerry said with a grin.



"If they can keep their enthusiasm, I'm sure that they'll get their chance 
eventually." Derek assured him.

"Hello?" A voice called from the office.

"We're in the conference room." Charity called in return.

Alana smiled at her, then walked to the reception area to greet their guest.

* * * * *

"Jack, you already know Charity and Derek. I'd like for you to meet Max and
Kerry." Alana said professionally.

"I didn't realize that your team had grown so much." Jack said honestly as 
he placed his briefcase on the conference room table.

"Max and Kerry are part-time investigators. They join us when they have 
the spare time." Alana explained simply, then continued, "So, what brings 
you here?"

"About a month ago we were contacted by the Osmani family to investigate
some supernatural occurrences in their home." Jack said darkly.

"What type of occurrences?" Derek asked curiously.

"Let me go ahead and present the evidence that we've collected. We've hit 
a dead end, so I want to be really careful not to lead you down the same 
path that we took." Jack said frankly.

"Thank you. I appreciate you thinking of that." Alana said sincerely.

"If I may use your computer for a moment, I'll present the evidence that 
we've collected so far." Jack said carefully.

"Of course. Derek, would you mind?" Alana asked seriously.

"Yeah. Give me just a minute." Derek said as he went to his work computer 
to boot it up.



"While he's doing that, can you tell us about the family?" Alana asked 
curiously.

"Mr. and Mrs. Osmani are naturalized citizens who immigrated here from 
Pakistan several years ago. I only bring this up because they seem to be a 
little uncomfortable about it. I'm sure that they're completely justified in 
their reasons." Jack said thoughtfully, then quickly added, "They have two 
children. Van is fifteen and Malika is thirteen."

"I'm ready for you, Jack." Derek said as he backed away from the computer.

"Thanks." Jack muttered, then inserted a thumb drive into the USB port.

Everyone waited silently as Jack prepared his presentation.

"The family has been living in their house since 2007. Although they've been
experiencing paranormal incidents all along, up to now they've been mostly
minor things that could be easily dismissed." Jack said distractedly as he 
brought the presentation up on the big screen.

Jack turned to face the group as he said, "About two months ago, things 
began to escalate."

"Do you have any theories as to why?" Alana asked seriously.

Jack froze in thought for a moment, then quietly said, "After our initial 
investigation and some historical research, we thought that we were 
dealing with a displaced spirit from the revolutionary war. We were misled. 
All the conclusions that we reached were wrong. I'll give you our research, 
in case it has some bearing, but don't make our mistake and give it too 
much credence."

"We'll keep that in mind." Alana said supportively, then cautiously asked, 
"So, what evidence were you able to collect?"

"Before you can say it, I'll admit that most of this could have natural 
explanations. But when you consider all of this at once, I think you'll get an
idea of the scale of what we're looking at." Jack said gravely as he 
advanced to the first slide.



Everyone around the table silently studied the image of an infected wound,
about an inch long, on someone's arm.

"Mrs. Osmani claims that she doesn't know where this injury came from and
wasn't aware of it until it had reached this highly septic state." Jack said 
seriously.

Looks went around the table, and their expressions clearly said that none 
of them could imagine how this could be seen as supernatural in any way.

Without further exposition, Jack advanced to the next slide.

The slideshow that followed was one grotesque example of infection after 
another. Some were cuts, others were festering boils.

The last of that set of slides was of a foot so badly deformed by infection 
that it was nearly unrecognizable.

"These people don't need paranormal researchers, they need medical 
attention." Alana finally declared.

"Mrs. Osmani is a doctor. Trust me, they've been receiving the best medical 
care that there is, but the wounds and infections just keep happening. Her 
treatments are minimally effective, at best." Jack said gravely.

"That might mean that it's something in the home. That place must be like 
a giant petri dish." Charity said frankly.

"We've taken numerous swabs and haven't been able to identify any harmful
bacterium in the home." Jack said seriously.

After a long, silent moment, Alana quietly asked what they all were 
wondering, "Even if you can't find the source of infection, what makes you 
think that this... event... has a supernatural origin?"

"This." Jack said, then brought up the next slide.

The picture on the screen was of a crudely made antique dagger.

They all looked at the picture for a moment, then Kerry hesitantly asked, 
"What about it?"



Rather than answer, Jack began to show slide after slide of different bladed
weapons. There was a knife stabbed into a mattress, a broken pair of 
scissors embedded into a door facing, and other less flamboyant examples.

"I'm trying to keep my professional detachment, but this..." Jack said as he 
advanced to the next slide to show a straight razor sitting before a 
mutilated photograph. "Kyla and I came home from the Osmani house to 
find this waiting for us."

"It followed you home?" Derek asked with concern.

"Not only that." Jack responded, then started rolling up his shirt sleeve to 
reveal a bandage.

As he started to unwrap the bandage, more than one person brought up a 
hand to their nose to try and evade the putrid odor.

Alana gasped at the sight of the deep, infected gash on Jack's forearm as 
others turned away.

"Just as the family had stated, I never felt myself being injured. And when I
discovered this, it was already massively infected." Jack said as he looked 
at his arm with fear and disgust vying for control of his expression.

"Jack, you really need to go to a doctor..." Alana began to say when a 
movement drew her attention.

Everyone in attendance looked on with horror as a maggot wriggled out of 
the infected wound on Jack's arm and dropped to the table. Jack quickly 
picked up the maggot with the soiled bandages and crushed it.

"As soon as I'm done here, Kyla's going to try a cleansing ceremony on me, 
then she's going to drive me to the hospital." Jack said frankly.

"How is she?" Charity asked with concern.

"Terrified." Jack answered simply, then continued, "From the first moment 
that we walked into the Osmani house, she felt that she was under psychic 
attack. She's had to keep herself completely closed off through the entire 
investigation."



"Is there anything else that you need to tell us? You really need to get to 
the hospital." Alana said seriously.

"Let me give you their case file..." Jack began to say as he reached into his 
briefcase, but then suddenly stopped and withdrew his hand.

"What's wrong?" Alana asked cautiously.

"Just another example of what's been happening." Jack said frankly, then 
carefully took the hook-like implement from his briefcase.

From the construction, it appeared that the small sickle might be two to 
three hundred years old.

"It doesn't look like it's torn anything too important." Jack said as he set the
repeatedly slashed manilla folder on the conference room table.

"Is that everything?" Alana asked to confirm.

"Yes. I hope that you can find some answers and help this family. But, 
whatever you do, don't take any unnecessary risks. This thing, whatever it 
is, it's vicious." Jack said seriously.

"Jack, your neck." Alana said in horror.

Right before their eyes, the skin seemed to split open, as though it had 
been cut with a razor.

"I need to go." Jack said as he took out his handkerchief and held it to the 
fresh wound.

"You can't go by yourself, not like this." Charity said firmly.

"She's right, Jack. You're in no condition." Alana agreed.

"If you like, you can drive him home, and I can follow you." Max timidly 
suggested to Charity.

"How does that sound to you, Jack?" Charity asked cautiously.

"Yes. Thank you. I really appreciate that." Jack said with relief.



"Let me help you rebandage that arm, before we go." Charity said 
decisively.

"I'll get you something for your neck." Kerry added before dashing away to 
get the first aid kit.

"When you've finished with your blessing and hospital visit, call us and let 
us know how you're doing." Alana said seriously.

"I will." Jack assured her.

"Here." Kerry said as he handed Charity a fresh roll of gauze.

"We'll be right back as soon as we've dropped him off." Charity said to Alana
while carefully beginning to wrap Jack's forearm.

"We'll be waiting for you." Alana said as she picked up the partially 
shredded case file.

* * * * *

"So, how do you want to tackle this?" Derek asked as soon as they were 
alone.

After a moment to consider, Alana quietly said, "Kerry, I think that maybe 
you should sit this one out."

"I know that I haven't had much training, but the only way I'm going to learn
is to go on investigations with you." Kerry said frankly.

"It's not that. It looks like we're going to need all the help that we can get 
on this one, I'm just concerned that you may end up taking something home
with you and I wouldn't want to take the chance of hurting you or your 
family." Alana said honestly.

"If we're careful to do a cleansing and a blessing when we leave, we should 
be able to minimize the possibility." Derek interjected.

"We can't be sure of how effective that will be. And, of course, there's 
always the chance that this isn't anything paranormal at all. This could be 



some kind of super contagion and the paranormal events might not be 
related." Alana said seriously.

"Thank you for worrying about me, but I remember what it's like to be 
helpless in the face of something paranormal. There's no way that I'm going
to walk away from a family going through something like this." Kerry said 
firmly.

"Okay, Kerry. If you're sure." Alana finally relented.

"I am." Kerry said definitely.

"But, if at any point you feel like you need to back out to protect yourself 
or your family, I want you to do it. I want to help this family as much as you
do, but not at the expense of your family's wellbeing." Alana said seriously.

"Yes. I'll do that." Kerry assured her.

"What do you want me to do with this?" Derek asked as he gestured toward 
the sickle that Jack had left on the conference room table.

"Run the standard tests on it, then lock it up in the storeroom. I doubt that 
it's being used as a conduit, but I'd rather not take the chance." Alana said 
seriously.

"I can do that, if you'd like." Kerry quickly offered.

"Go ahead and I'll follow behind you." Derek encouraged him.

* * * * *

"So, did we miss anything?" Charity asked as she and Max walked into the 
conference room.

"No. Kerry and Derek have just been conducting tests on the sickle and I've 
been reviewing Jack's case notes." Alana said frankly.

"Have you found any indication of what we'll be dealing with?" Charity 
asked cautiously.



"No. Given the evidence that Jack was able to collect, I probably would 
have drawn the same conclusions that he did. We'll need to go in there, 
keeping in mind that we might be dealing with something that's actively 
trying to deceive us." Alana said seriously as Kerry and Derek walked back 
into the room.

"How do you want to handle it, going in?" Charity asked thoughtfully.

"I was thinking that, assuming that the family gives permission for us to 
investigate, that Derek can set up tech, Charity can do an environmental 
sweep, Max can walk around and try to get a sense of the place and 
identify areas of interest, while I interview the parents and Kerry 
interviews the children." Alana said professionally.

"Are you sure that you want me to do interviews?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"Yes. I think you're ready. Besides, you already have experience talking with
teenagers about this sort of thing." Alana said decisively.

"Kerry, can you help me get everything packed into the van?" Derek asked 
hopefully.

"I'll help, too." Max said quickly.

Alana looked at her team with pride, then said, "Let's do this."

* * * * *

Alana knocked on the door and waited.

Jack hadn't mentioned if he had told the family that Alana and her group 
might be stopping by.

"Yes?" A woman asked cautiously as she opened the door, just a crack.

"Dr. Osmani?" Alana ventured hesitantly.

"Yes. Who are you?" The woman asked anxiously.



"I'm Doctor Alana Travago from Fallwell Paranormal Research. Jack Kane 
contacted my team and asked that we stop by to see if we can help your 
family." Alana said professionally.

"Oh, yes, he said that he might request the aid of another group. How are 
he and his wife?" Dr. Osmani asked with concern.

"Jack was planning to go to the hospital after his meeting with us. He said 
that he'd call later to let us know how he's doing." Alana said seriously.

"Please, come in. I'm at my wit's end. I don't know what else to do." Dr. 
Osmani said as she stepped back and opened the door wider.

"Do you mind if my team sets up some equipment and takes some readings 
so that we can try to determine what's happening to your family?" Alana 
asked cautiously.

"Yes. Please, do whatever you have to. Just make it stop." Dr. Osmani said 
quickly.

"Thank you. We'll do our best." Alana said seriously, then thought to ask, "Is 
there an out of the way place where we can set up our equipment?"

"Yes. You may use the dining room, if you like." Dr. Osmani said as she led 
the way into the house.

Alana was suddenly assaulted by a putrid, rotting odor and reflexively 
brought her hand up to her nose.

"I can't do this." A voice said from behind her.

Alana turned and saw Max, standing stiff as a board in the doorway and it 
looked as though every bit of color had washed out of his face.

"I'm sorry, Charity, but I can't go in there." Max said as he stiffly started 
backing away.

"Go ahead and take the car. I'll ride back with the others in the van." 
Charity assured him.

"I'm really sorry. I thought I could do it, but I can't." Max said regretfully.



"Thanks for trying. I'll see you when I get home." Charity told him quietly.

"The dining room is just over here." Dr. Osmani said, drawing Alana's 
attention.

"Sorry about that. Thank you." Alana said, then started walking again.

* * * * *

"Is there anything that you're going to need?" Dr. Osmani asked as she 
waited just inside the dining room door.

"This will be fine. But is there any way that I can talk to you and your 
husband about what's been going on? Jack only gave us a general overview 
and I'd like the opportunity to ask you some questions." Alana asked 
hopefully.

"Yes. But you will have to go upstairs to speak with him. He is no longer 
able to walk." Dr. Osmani said gravely.

"That won't be any problem at all." Alana assured her.

* * * * *

As Alana and Dr. Osmani walked out of the dining room, they found the rest
of the team standing, waiting for them.

"Dr. Osmani, I'd like to introduce my team. First we have Derek Seaver. He's
in charge of our technical equipment." Alana said, then turned to Derek 
and said more quietly, "You can set up in the dining room."

Derek nodded, then picked up some equipment that he'd already carried in.

"Next, I'd like for you to meet Charity Lessing. She's going to focus mostly 
on the environmental aspects of your house, trying to rule out any 'natural' 
explanations for what's been happening." Alana said carefully.

When Dr. Osmani didn't ask for any clarification, Alana continued, "Finally, 
we have Kerry Hinton. If you wouldn't have any objection, he's going to 
interview your children."



"Of course. Van is in the living room, just through there, watching 
television. Malika is probably in her bedroom, talking on her cellphone... 
Allow me to apologize in advance for her behavior." Dr. Osmani said in a 
pained voice.

Kerry gave an understanding smile, then said, "Trust me, I have three kids. I
know how it is."

Dr. Osmani briefly smiled in response, then looked at Alana anxiously.

"If you'll lead the way, let's get your interview started." Alana said 
pleasantly, trying to delicately get them on task.

* * * * *

"Do you mind if I talk with you for a few minutes?" Kerry asked cautiously as
he walked into the living room.

"Who are you?" The teenage boy asked suspiciously.

"My name is Kerry Hinton. I'm here to try and help to figure out what's going
on around here." Kerry said hesitantly.

"Why are you talking to me about it? Do you think I'm the cause of all this?" 
Van asked defensively.

"I don't think anything. Dr. Travago just asked me to come in here and find 
out about what's going on from your point of view." Kerry said frankly.

"Oh." Van said with surprise. He raised the remote control and turned off 
the television, then continued, "The last guy kept asking me questions 
about black magic and stuff, acting like I made this happen."

"Do you mind if I record our conversation? I'm kind of new at this and I don't
want to take the chance of forgetting something important." Kerry asked 
cautiously.

"No. Go ahead. What did you want to know?" Van asked curiously, sounding 
to be a lot more at ease.



"Would you just tell me about what's been going on around here? The last 
guy, his name is Jack, wouldn't tell us much of anything because he didn't 
want us to make the same mistakes that he did. So I really don't know 
much except that your family needs help." Kerry said as he took a seat on 
the far end of the couch.

"You got that part right. All of us have got it some, but my mom and dad 
got it the worst. Both of them are really sick right now." Van said anxiously.

"How did it start?" Kerry asked with interest.

"We've lived here since I was little. The house has always been kinda 
haunted..." Van began to say, but was interrupted.

"Kinda haunted? How is that?" Kerry asked curiously.

"You know, the normal stuff. You put something down and a few seconds 
later it's not where you left it. Every now and then you'll see something out
of the corner of your eye. But it was never a really big deal. You'd jump and
maybe scream a little, then you'd have a good laugh about it." Van said 
seriously.

"So, when did it all change?" Kerry asked carefully.

"About two months ago." Van said more quietly.

"Tell me about it." Kerry encouraged.

"The first thing that I heard about was my dad. He woke up one morning 
and found a knife stabbed through his pillow and into the mattress, right 
beside his head. He thought that I did it... maybe he still does. I don't 
know." Van finished quietly.

"Even though being accused of doing such a horrible thing must have been 
difficult for you, I can imagine that your father not believing you, probably 
hurt worse." Kerry said sympathetically.

"Yeah. He's always looked at me like I'm a disappointment because I don't 
get perfect grades. Sometimes he's said stuff, like, him and mom went 
through hell to give me and Malika all kinds of opportunities and we're 



wasting them. He always kinda acted like I was lazy and stupid, but that 
was the first time he ever acted like I was evil." Van said as he fought to 
contain his tears.

"Take it from someone who knows, it's very difficult to set aside what 
you've believed all your life and accept that reality isn't what you thought 
it was. It's easier to look for the most 'reasonable' answer than to entertain 
the idea that something happened that's impossible." Kerry said soothingly.

"Did something like this happen to you?" Van asked curiously.

"Not exactly like this, but my family and I moved into a haunted house." 
Kerry answered honestly.

"Did you accuse your kids of causing it?" Van asked with interest.

"No." Kerry said immediately, then quietly amended, "But when Alana asked
if we had any occult devices in the house, the first thing I did was suspect 
my son, Mike. Even though I never accused him of anything, for that one 
minute I actually believed that he might have been the cause of all the 
trouble we were going through."

Van's intense gaze stayed focused on Kerry, as though he were trying to 
decide how he felt about the admission.

"Does that make me a bad father?" Kerry eventually asked.

After another long silent moment, Van reluctantly said, "I guess not. If you 
were trying to make sense of something that makes no sense, I guess I can 
see how you might at least consider if it was true."

"Fortunately, Mike's away at college, so he didn't really get involved in the 
haunting." Kerry finished with a smile.

"You don't look like you're old enough to have a kid in college." Van said 
with surprise.

"Well, to be honest, we had Mike when I was sixteen years old. I've never 
for a minute wished that we didn't have him. But I'll admit that we 
probably could have planned things a little better." Kerry said timidly.



"My parents went to school, just like they were supposed to. Then they 
went to college, just like they were supposed to. They got married, like 
they were supposed to. Then they had us kids, like they were supposed to. 
Now that they've done all the things that they were supposed to do, they're
trying to get me and Malika to do the stuff that we're supposed to do. 
When do I ever get to do what I want to do?" Van asked desperately.

"I actually have an answer for that, if you're interested." Kerry said with a 
smile.

"What is it?" Van asked cautiously.

"First, you decide what it is that you want to do. And that's a lot harder 
than it sounds, by the way. But once you've done that, then you figure out 
what steps you need to take to accomplish that goal. Your parents might 
not support you in the beginning, but if you keep your goal in mind and 
stand up for yourself, I think that they'll eventually get behind you and 
support you in whatever you choose." Kerry said thoughtfully.

"You don't know my parents." Van said frankly.

"That's true. And considering what they're going through right now, it 
probably would be best if you held back from announcing any life-changing 
decisions for a little bit. But have mercy on the old folks, they're not trying 
to ruin your life, they just sometimes don't know any better." Kerry finished
with a smile.

"I guess you're right." Van reluctantly agreed, then quietly said, "You act 
like you don't care that I'm a Paki."

"What's that?" Kerry asked curiously.

"Pakistani." Van explained.

"Oh? Well, I guess I've never really been around anyone who was from 
Pakistan before. And since my parents never taught me to hate Pakistanis, 
you're right. I really don't care." Kerry said thoughtfully.

Van looked carefully at Kerry's expression for a moment, judging his 
sincerity, before asking, "What else did you need to ask me about?"



"Oh, yeah." Kerry said distractedly, then asked, "After your dad found the 
knife in his pillow, what happened next?"

"That was the first time that I heard about what was happening. But I think 
that all of us were having the cuts and sores, for a while before that. None 
of us really thought anything about it, but since Mom's a doctor, we all 
went to her when we noticed that we'd been hurt." Van said thoughtfully.

"Is it okay if I come in?" Charity asked from the living room doorway.

"Sure." Kerry responded with a smile at her, then looked to Van and asked, 
"So, what happened next?"

Van watched as Charity walked around the room, intently watching the K2 
meter that she was carrying, and he finally said, "It just kept happening 
and it kept getting worse. Me and Malika mostly just got little stuff, but 
Mom and Dad were getting really nasty infections and stuff. Mom was 
freaking out about it."

"So, is that when they called Jack to investigate?" Kerry asked curiously.

"No. The next thing that happened is that my mom did this big super-
scientific cleaning frenzy. She washed and scrubbed and steam-cleaned 
everything in the house. She probably used every kind of cleaning stuff that
they sell in the stores and she even got some of the medical-grade stuff 
from her office. For about two weeks, this place smelled like a hospital." 
Van said with obvious displeasure.

"I take it that that didn't work." Kerry prompted.

"It got worse... and that's when the nightmares started." Van said gravely.

"This is the first that I'm hearing about nightmares. Can you tell me about 
them?" Kerry asked as he watched Charity leave the living room.

"Well, you never feel like you're completely alone, here. But sometimes at 
night, it's like you feel someone moving around in the room with you and 
then you realize that you can't move. Sometimes you feel like you're 
trapped or even that you're being suffocated. It's got so that I hate going to
sleep anymore." Van said honestly.



"Yes. I can understand that." Kerry said sympathetically.

"When my parents decided that they'd had enough, we packed up and 
moved to a hotel. But the thing is, whatever's happening to us, it followed 
us there. My dad woke up from a nightmare with a deep infected cut on his
chest and a knife laying beside him. The next day, my parents started 
talking about calling the ghost hunters." Van said seriously.

"I've been in that position before, and it's a very difficult call to make." 
Kerry said honestly.

"I'm scared, Kerry. I don't know what to do." Van said honestly.

"I'm new to the paranormal thing, so I can't tell you exactly how they're 
going to fix this, but I'm confident that they will." Kerry said as he held 
Van's gaze.

After a moment, Van quietly said, "Just tell me what I have to do."

Kerry smiled, then said, "I think I should talk to your sister, next. Could you 
take me to where she is?"

"She's in her room. She's always in her room." Van said with a roll of his 
eyes.

As Kerry reached to the coffee table, to pick up the voice recorder, he 
found that it wasn't there.

Van watched for a moment as Kerry looked under the coffee table and at 
the surrounding floor. Finally, Van quietly said, "Try your pocket. When 
things disappear around here, they usually go back to where you got them 
from."

Kerry patted his pocket and, just as Van had said, the voice recorder was 
there and was turned off.

"It only gets weirder from here." Van said wearily as he stood to lead the 
way to his sister's room.



Chapter 2: In Dark

"Mellie? Can we come in?" Van asked as he gently knocked on the bedroom 
door.

"Don't call me that!" A teenage girl's voice screeched in response.

"I've got a doctor here, one of the paranormal researchers. He wants to talk
to you." Van called through the door.

"I'm not a doctor. I'm just someone who was haunted, once." Kerry said to 
Van quietly.

"Go away! Leave me alone!" Malika snarled venomously.

"I don't think she wants to talk to you. I think that she thinks that if she just
ignores it, it'll go away." Van said honestly.

Kerry thought for a moment, then cautiously asked, "Do you think she might
be more willing to talk to someone her own age?"

"I don't know. Maybe." Van said uncertainly.

"Well, since she doesn't want to talk, would you like to give me the grand 
tour and show me where things have happened?" Kerry asked hopefully.

"You're not going to try and make Malika talk to you?" Van asked with 
surprise.

"If she refuses to talk, there's not much that I can do." Kerry said simply.

"Well, I guess, if you want, I can show you the basement. We don't go down 
there much, so not too much has happened, that I know of, but there's 
some really creepy, weird stuff down there, if you'd like to see it." Van 
offered cautiously.

"That sounds just like the sort of thing that I'm here to see." Kerry said with
a smile.



Van returned the smile, then quietly said, "Come on, I'll show you where it 
is."

* * * * *

"Watch your step." Van said as he led the way down the rickety, uneven 
wooden stairs.

Kerry took the flashlight off his belt and turned it on. Even though there 
were bare lightbulbs strung intermittently from the rafters, throughout the
basement, the lighting was still dim enough to be a hinderance.

"All the laundry stuff and the furnace is over there, but the creepy stuff is 
back this way." Van said as he started walking into an even darker part of 
the basement.

"Are these things that came with the house?" Kerry asked as he cautiously 
followed, walking in a slight crouch to keep from hitting his head on the 
rafters.

"Yeah. I was little when we moved here, so I don't remember too much 
about it. But I think that when we moved in, there was some stuff left in 
the house, so my parents took everything that they didn't want to use 
upstairs and put it down here, in case they needed it someday." Van 
explained as he turned to the left.

One side of the basement seemed to be stacked to the ceiling with boxes 
and discarded furnishings.

"I guess because my parents grew up poor, they don't like getting rid of 
things unless they're broken and can't be fixed." Van explained.

"Yes. I can understand that. I suppose that if there had been things left in 
my house before I moved in, I might have considered doing the same thing. 
Not only am I reluctant to get rid of things that I might be able to use later.
But there's also the sense of having authentic historical pieces that belong 
with the house. If you're going to be living in an old New England style 
home, it should have some touches from that time period." Kerry said 
thoughtfully as he slowly moved his flashlight to examine the collection of 
boxes and various other things.



"I don't know how much is from that far back. I think most of this stuff 
came from the sixties." Van said frankly.

As Kerry continued, he couldn't help but agree with Van's assessment. Most 
of the things that he was seeing were probably purchased in the past fifty 
to sixty years.

"The reason I wanted you to see this stuff is because... it's creepy. I mean, 
yeah, it's old and from another time, but look at how much of it's black and
red." Van said cautiously.

"And gold." Kerry said with a slight nod.

"So, was this normal for back then?" Van asked uncertainly.

"I don't know for sure. I was born in 1980." Kerry said frankly, then 
continued, "But I'm guessing that you're right. I don't know if this has 
anything to do with the haunting, but it does seem strange. With their 
choice of color scheme, this might have been a Satanic church... or a 
whorehouse."

"Could be both." Van said frankly.

Kerry smiled at him and said, "I suppose it could be."

"Well, that's all I wanted to show you. There wasn't anything... you know, in
your face, like one of those satanic star things or an upside down cross or 
anything like that. I just thought it was weird, is all." Van said shyly.

"Thank you for showing me, Van. When I have my briefing with the rest of 
the team, I'll be sure to mention it to them. There's a chance that it might 
turn out to be significant." Kerry said honestly.

Van was frozen in place, and seemed to be on the verge of speaking.

Thanks to Kerry's experience with his own children, he simply waited for 
the teenage boy to work up the courage to say whatever was on his mind.

After a long silent moment, Van quietly said, "Thanks for listening to me... 
no one else really does."



Although a part of Kerry warned him against the action, a greater part of 
him wanted to do everything in his power to help the boy before him. Kerry
stepped forward and put one arm around Van to give him a gentle hug 
before quietly saying, "I think everyone feels that way at some point in 
their life and it can be really tough. But if you ever need someone to 
listen, I'll do my best."

Van returned the hug for a moment, then whispered, "Thanks."

Kerry released the teenager from the hug, then said, "Let's go upstairs and 
see if Alana and the others have found anything."

"Yeah." Van quietly agreed, then led the way across the basement, back to 
the stairs.

* * * * *

When Kerry and Van reached the top of the stairs, Kerry led the way to the 
dining room. No one was in there, but there was quite a bit of equipment 
set up in the room.

"What is all this stuff?" Van asked in a whisper.

"I really don't know about most of the stuff in here. But if you'd like to try 
out the K2 meter, we could walk around where things have happened." 
Kerry said encouragingly.

"Yeah! Sure!" Van said happily.

Kerry took the K2 meter off his belt, then handed it to Van.

"Don't worry about the green readings. They're going to happen now and 
then, in just about any house. And sometimes you'll get a yellow reading 
when you get close to an electrical conduit or a motor, you know, like the 
blower on the furnace. So, if the thing reacts, don't automatically think 
that it's a ghost." Kerry said instructively.

"Okay. I got that." Van said seriously.



"I'm also carrying an infrared thermometer. If you feel a change in 
temperature, you can ask me to take a reading or, if you'd rather, just ask 
for the thermometer and you can take the reading for yourself." Kerry said 
quietly.

"Yeah. Okay." Van responded in the same quiet tone and seemed to be 
trying to appear serious and professional.

"I think we're ready. Go slow. If you get an elevated reading, stop and try to
isolate it." Kerry said encouragingly.

"Where should we go?" Van asked uncertainly.

"Charity is doing general readings of the whole house, so why don't you take
us to where you think we might find some activity?" Kerry asked 
thoughtfully.

"Stuff happens everywhere around here but, if you don't mind, I'd like to 
check out my room, first." Van said honestly.

"Lead the way." Kerry said with a smile.

* * * * *

As Kerry walked into the bedroom, he was reminded of when his son had 
been Van's age. Although the style of the bedroom was significantly more 
cheerful than Mike's had been, there was enough similarity for Kerry to be 
able to draw a parallel.

"Look at this." Van said in a whisper from in front of a closed closet door.

Kerry broke out of his mental wandering and hurried to Van's side.

"Does this mean that there's something in there?" Van asked nervously.

Kerry saw the steady 'red' reading on the K2 meter and considered what 
that might mean.

"Sometimes there's a perfectly natural explanation. If you'll hand me the 
meter, I'm going to open the door." Kerry said carefully, doing his best to 
sound calm and assured.



Although there was a part of Van that didn't want to appear to be afraid, 
there was a greater part that wanted to feel safe. So, after handing Kerry 
the K2 meter, Van took a few steps back.

Kerry took the K2 meter firmly in hand, then did his best to appear calm as 
he opened the closet door.

The stench that greeted him was a surprise.

His first impression of the smell was that of rotting flesh. Somehow, he was
able to maintain his calm facade and carry on, carefully moving the K2 
meter to try and determine if the 'phenomenon' had any definable 
boundaries.

Although it might have simply been a trick of his eyes, or a product of his 
overstimulated imagination, Kerry got the sense that the darkness in the 
closet was darker than it had any right to be.

"Van, would you take the flashlight off my belt and turn it on? I want to see
if the readings change if we shine some light in there." Kerry said in a low 
voice.

"Um, yeah." Van said reluctantly, then moved hesitantly to Kerry's side.

"Go ahead." Kerry encouraged as he divided his attention between the 
unyielding darkness in the depths of the closet and the still peaking 
readings on his K2 meter.

As Van turned the beam of the flashlight into the closet, Kerry jumped 
when he saw movement.

Something small and pitch black, about four feet tall, appeared to have 
moved out of the flashlight's beam.

He only saw it for an instant, because just as soon as the thing moved, Van 
let out a yelp of fear as he started backing away, taking the flashlight with 
him.

In this instance, Kerry felt that discretion was the better part of valor and 
followed Van out of the room.



* * * * *

"Alana, we've got activity in Van's room." Kerry said quickly into his walkie-
talkie.

"Do you need help?" Derek immediately responded.

"No." Kerry began to answer, but was interrupted as Alana ran out of 
another bedroom and into the hall.

"What's going on?" Alana asked seriously. Kerry noticed that Dr. Osmani was 
standing, stopped in her bedroom doorway, looking on with concern.

"Van and I were taking some readings of the areas where there is known 
activity. When he approached his closet, he had a sustained 'red' on the K2.
I opened the door and there was a rotting smell. Since the closet was dark, 
I asked Van to shine the flashlight in. When he did, I saw something move." 
Kerry said carefully.

"Could you identify what you saw?" Alana asked cautiously.

"Not really. I just caught the slightest glimpse of it before it moved out of 
the light. But from what little I did see, I don't think it was a ghost."

"What do you think it was, then?" Van asked indignantly, then added, "I 
don't have evil midgets living in my closet."

"What I was saying is that I didn't get the sense that what I saw was a 
revenant, that's to say, the spirit of a person who was once alive. I think 
that this was... something else." Kerry explained carefully.

"In here?" Alana asked as she motioned toward Van's doorway.

Kerry nodded.

Alana led the way in, followed by Kerry and Van.

After a sweep of the room, with extra attention paid to the closet, Alana 
finally said, "Whatever was here must have gone."

"It'll be back." Van said with certainty.



Alana keyed her walkie-talkie, then said, "Everyone, let's meet in the 
dining room. It appears that the house is ready for us to get started."

"Do you mind if Van joins us?" Kerry asked hopefully.

"Sure. No problem." Alana said easily, then turned to Van and asked, "Are 
you interested in the paranormal?"

"I wasn't before. But I want to know what this thing is and what I can do to 
stop it." Van said in as brave a voice as he could muster.

"We'll see what we can do to help you with that." Alana assured him, then 
led the way out of the room.

* * * * *

Once everyone had taken seats around the dining room table, Alana asked, 
"Charity, were you able to come up with anything on the environmental 
sweep?"

"I encountered elevated EMF readings in every room of the house. Along 
with that, there were cold spots and rotting smells everywhere." Charity 
said frankly.

"What about carbon monoxide and radon?" Alana asked carefully.

"No. The EMF was the only environmental factor of concern to us." Charity 
said seriously.

"What's EMF?" Van asked Kerry quietly.

"Electromagnetic Frequencies. When they're too high, it can make normal 
people feel like they're being haunted, even when they're not." Kerry 
explained.

"But it's also been suggested that paranormal entities emit EMF, so we can't 
be sure if they're the cause or a side effect." Alana added, then asked 
Kerry, "Did you discover anything in your interviews?"



"Well, Malika didn't want to talk to me. Van told me about the things that 
Jack already told us, but on top of that, he also said that in the past few 
months, they've been having terrible nightmares." Kerry said seriously.

"Yes. Dr. Osmani mentioned that, too." Alana said thoughtfully.

"Van also took me down to the basement to show me the furnishings that 
were left in the house, before they moved in. I don't know if they have 
anything to do with this, but the color and style of what's down there 
automatically made me think 'Satanic church'." Kerry said frankly.

"Or whorehouse." Van added quietly.

Kerry smiled at the comment, but didn't dispute it.

"Although I'm ready to get this investigation under way, I suppose that it 
would be irresponsible of us not to go for the low hanging fruit, first." Alana
said simply.

"Excuse me, but what does that mean?" Kerry asked curiously.

"She means that there's a young teenage girl in the house. So the first thing
we need to look at is if this is a poltergeist situation." Derek explained.

"If we get her out of the house and the activity stops, then we have our 
answer." Alana said with a nod.

"Do you really think that all of this could be from a poltergeist?" Kerry 
asked dubiously.

"The range of poltergeist activity is such that it can mimic other types of 
hauntings. Although I can't say that I've ever heard of one manifesting in 
this way before, so far I haven't seen anything that would eliminate that 
possibility." Alana said carefully.

"What would you think if I invited Lorra and Toni over to talk to Malika and 
invite her back to my house? They could talk to her about what she's 
experienced and, at the same time, get her out of here so that we can see 
if the activity decreases." Kerry suggested thoughtfully.



"Do you think Teresa would mind driving them over here?" Alana asked 
cautiously.

"I don't think so. She'll probably appreciate having an excuse to get out of 
the house." Kerry said honestly.

"I think you're right. If she doesn't mind bringing the girls over, this could be
a way of killing two birds with one stone." Alana said with a nod.

"Have you had a chance to scout camera locations?" Derek asked cautiously.

"No. The interview went on longer than I expected. But from everything 
that Mr. and Dr. Osmani told me, as well as from what I've read in Jack's 
notes, I don't think camera placement should be much of an issue. But 
whatever else we do, let's make sure to get a camera in Van's room, 
focused on the closet. That's the first hint in all of this of an apparition." 
Alana said firmly.

"Are you going to want to do EVPs?" Charity asked cautiously.

"Electronic Voice Phenomena." Kerry whispered to Van.

"Yes. But don't take a lot of time with that. So far, there haven't been any 
reports of anything auditory, it's all been visual and physical." Alana said 
seriously.

"Do you smell that?" Charity asked as she looked around.

Kerry took the infrared thermometer off his belt, and started taking 
readings at various points around the room.

"I'm showing a twenty degree drop in temperature in that corner." Kerry 
said firmly.

Alana was immediately out of her chair, with her K2 meter in hand.

"Derek, start recording." Alana said quickly, then to the corner she asked, 
"Who are you?"

Van fumbled to get the K2 meter off Kerry's belt, then started moving it 
around his immediate area.



"What are you doing here?" Alana asked firmly.

"It's reading thirty five degrees fahrenheit." Kerry said in a low, informative 
tone.

"What do you want?" Alana asked as she zeroed in on the spiking EMF 
readings.

"Be careful." Charity cautioned.

"What is your name?" Alana demanded as she stopped all movement.

There was a moment of silence, then the door on the other side of the 
room slammed closed.

"I guess it didn't like being questioned." Alana said as she moved the K2 
meter around, not finding any elevated readings at all.

"Derek, did you get anything?" Charity asked cautiously.

"Just give me a minute." Derek said as he worked at lightning speed to get 
the audio file off the recorder he had used.

"Kerry, go ahead and call your wife. I don't think we can do anything else 
until Malika is out of here." Alana said frankly.

"Why is that?" Van asked Kerry cautiously.

"Because, we can't really fight it until we know what it is that we're 
fighting. If it turns out to be related to Malika, then we'll do one thing. If 
it's not, then we'll do something else." Kerry explained as best he could.

Van nodded slowly, then thought to ask, "You're not going to make me go, 
too, are you?"

"If you want to get away from this house, you can go to my house with my 
family. But if you want to stay here and help us out, then no one is going to
ask you to leave." Kerry assured him.

"I'll stay. I wanna help." Van said firmly.



Kerry smiled at his decision, then took out his cellphone to call his wife.

* * * * *

"Hi, honey, it's me." Kerry said gently.

"Are you on your way home? How did your meeting go?" Teresa asked 
curiously.

"No. We had to go out on an unexpected investigation." Kerry said carefully,
then cautiously asked, "By any chance, is Lorra visiting, tonight?"

Teresa chuckled at the question, then said, "If she weren't, I'd probably 
have to call a paranormal team to investigate."

Kerry smiled at the response, then cautiously asked, "Would you mind 
driving the girls over here to the investigation site? We've got a little girl 
here, close to their age, who doesn't feel comfortable talking with adults. I
was thinking that Toni and Lorra might like the chance to contribute to the 
investigation."

"It's not too far out is it?" Teresa asked cautiously.

"We're just on the other side of town. It should be about ten or fifteen 
minutes away." Kerry assured her.

"Just give me the address and I'll bring them right over." Teresa said easily.

"One more thing. We'll have to wait and see how the girls get along, but if 
things go well, it would be a really big help if you could take Malika back to
the house with you, maybe for a sleepover." Kerry said seriously.

"Well, since there's no school tomorrow, I don't see a problem with that. In
fact, it sounds like the perfect opportunity to start a fire and make 
s'mores. I'm sure the girls will be able to find a nice scary movie to watch 
and we'll make a night of it." Teresa said happily.

"That sounds nice. Go ahead and tell Lorra and Toni your plans, so they'll 
have another good reason to invite Malika to spend the night." Kerry said 
with a smile.



There was a long moment of silence, then Teresa quietly said, "I think they 
might have already heard. I can hear them trying very hard to be quiet, in 
the next room."

Kerry laughed, easily able to envision his daughter and her best friend 
'trying' to be quiet.

After giving Teresa directions to his current location, he disconnected the 
call and put away his cell phone.

"Is everything alright?" Van asked cautiously, from his side.

"Yeah. I think it will be." Kerry said with a contented smile at the thought 
of his family.

* * * * *

"Did you get anything on the audio analysis?" Alana asked cautiously.

"Not a thing. Not even a whisper." Derek told her simply.

"Teresa is on her way over." Kerry said seriously as he realized that the 
meeting was now back in session.

"Good. Then, if no one has anything else to add, I think it's time for us to 
get things set up." Alana said decisively.

"Have you decided where you want the cameras stationed?" Derek asked 
cautiously.

"I'd like one in Van's room, focused on the closet. I'll leave the rest to you. 
Since there haven't been any significant 'hot spots' indicated, I think we 
should just go for optimum coverage." Alana said seriously.

"Kerry, would you help me with the cameras?" Derek asked as he got up 
from his place at the table.

"Do you mind if Van helps?" Kerry asked curiously.



"No problem. In fact, if you show him what to do, we might think about 
recruiting him the next time we're called out on a big job." Derek said with 
a smile.

Van looked at Kerry with surprise, not sure if Derek were being serious.

"I don't see any reason why not. When this is all over, if you decide that 
you'd like to help us investigate the paranormal, I'm sure Alana would 
appreciate another person that she can call on to help out." Kerry said 
frankly.

"What do I need to do?" Van asked cautiously.

"Each one of these little messenger bags should have everything you'll need 
to set up one camera. The bags with red yarn on the handles are wireless. 
The yellow handles are DVR. Leave the others alone, they're specialty 
cameras that I'll set up myself. We'll walk through the house and I'll put 
down a masking tape mark where the cameras are to be located; an 'X' for 
a remote camera and a square for DVR. When we're done with the walk 
through, we'll all go back and set them up." Derek explained.

"Do we need to bring anything with us, now?" Van asked cautiously.

"Just masking tape." Derek said, then handed a roll each to Kerry and Van.

* * * * *

After the walkthrough, Kerry and Van lugged multiple messenger bags 
throughout the house. Kerry demonstrated the setup of the first wireless 
camera to Van, but stood back and watched, occasionally offering 
suggestions, with the remainder.

"What do we do now?" Van asked as they walked back toward the dining 
room.

"That's up to Alana. She's in charge. Sometimes she'll shut off the power to 
the house, then have everyone go to a different room and try to collect 
EVPs using the voice recorders. But other times she'll have us investigate as
teams, walking through the different areas." Kerry said honestly.



"So I might have to sit alone in the dark?" Van asked hesitantly.

"No, Van. I won't let that happen." Kerry assured him.

An expression of relief crossed Van's face as they walked into the dining 
room.

* * * * *

"When are we expecting Teresa?" Alana asked Kerry curiously.

"Any minute." Kerry said honestly.

Alana nodded thoughtfully, then said, "Good. That will give Derek a few 
minutes to get everything tuned and tweaked to his liking. While he's doing 
that, I think that the rest of us should dig through the research that Jack 
gave us and see if we can find anything that might have a bearing on this 
case. I've skimmed through it and I haven't noticed anything, but there still 
might be some obscure fact that we need to be aware of."

"You up to some studying?" Kerry asked Van with a grin.

"You mean that you still have to study, even after you get out of school?" 
Van asked anxiously.

Kerry smiled at the question, then said, "I guess that depends on how 
inquisitive you are. If you're willing to let other people investigate and tell 
you what they think the facts are, I suppose you're free to do that. But if 
you want to discover things for yourself, then yes, you might have to do 
some studying. But it's different when it's your choice and not something 
that you're expected to do."

As Van considered Kerry's response, a knock on the door interrupted them.

"I'll get it. It's probably Teresa and the girls." Kerry said easily, then turned 
to Van and asked, "Do you want to meet my family?"

"Sure." Van said with surprise at being invited.

* * * * *



"Daddy!" Zoe crowed when Kerry opened the door.

"How are you doing, pumpkin?" Kerry asked as he hugged his youngest 
daughter.

"I'm sorry that took so long. Trying to herd three excited girls into the car 
took longer than I thought it would." Teresa chuckled.

"Come on in. Everyone, this is Van, he lives here." Kerry said as he kept one
arm around Zoe and guided her inside.

"Van, I'd like to introduce my wife, Teresa, my daughter, Toni, her friend, 
Lorra and, of course, my youngest, Zoe." Kerry said as he indicated each, in
turn.

"It's nice to meet you." Van said shyly.

"How old are you?" Lorra asked Van with obvious interest.

"Fifteen." Van answered cautiously.

"I'm almost fourteen." Lorra said with a grin.

Kerry and Teresa tried to restrain their smiles at Lorra's not too subtle 
interrogation.

Hoping to get things back on track, Kerry seriously said, "We're doing an 
investigation, here. Van is helping us. His sister, Malika, hasn't wanted to 
talk to us about what's going on around here. I was hoping that you girls 
might be able to help us out."

"What do we have to do?" Toni asked immediately, dutifully trying to ignore 
Lorra's interest in Van.

"Just talk to Malika and see if you can get her to open up about what's been
going on. Then, if you get along, invite her over to our house so that the 
rest of us can proceed with the investigation." Kerry told his daughter 
seriously.

"Yeah. Mom said that we might have a sleepover." Toni confirmed.



"If you find out that Malika is interested, make sure that you ask her 
parents for permission. We haven't talked to them about it, yet." Kerry told
her seriously.

Toni nodded that she would.

"Van, would you mind taking the girls up and introducing them to your 
sister?" Kerry asked hopefully.

"Yeah. Sure." Van said as he glanced uncertainly at Lorra.

Kerry watched as Van led the procession of three girls to the staircase.

* * * * *

"Is it something bad?" Teresa asked her husband, once they were alone.

"Yes. As bad as our situation was, this is much worse." Kerry said frankly.

"Is it going to be safe for you?" Teresa asked with concern.

"I'm confident that Alana and the team will do everything in their power to 
make sure that we all get through this. I can't really promise much more 
than that." Kerry said honestly.

"Do they really need for you to be here?" Teresa asked anxiously.

"I need for me to be here. After all the help that Alana and the team gave 
us, I wouldn't be able to look at myself in the mirror if I didn't help another 
family in need." Kerry said frankly.

After a moment to consider his words, Teresa pulled her husband into her 
arms and gave him a brief but heartfelt kiss to show her pride in him.

* * * * *

"How did it go?" Kerry asked when he saw Van walking down the stairs, 
alone.

"She let them in." Van said simply.



"Then they're probably on their way to becoming good friends." Kerry said 
with a smile.

"That Lorra girl is a little creepy, isn't she?" Van asked hesitantly.

Kerry laughed at the question, then explained, "I think that she thinks 
you're cute. She's just at that age where she doesn't know how to let you 
know that she's interested."

Van looked at Kerry with surprise at the revelation.

Teresa smiled at the expression, knowing what it meant, then said, "Don't 
worry, Van. I think that the most she's likely to do is try to get you to notice
her. And at her age, she might not even have the courage to do that much."

"That's right." Kerry said with a loving smile at his wife, then added, "Just 
don't hold it against her if she's a little goofy around you. Try to think of it 
as a compliment."

"I've never had a girl interested in me before." Van said uncertainly.

"Then this will be good practice for you." Kerry said with a smile. "You're 
just about at that age where this is going to become an everyday fact of 
life."

Van seemed to be overwhelmed by Kerry's words as he stood, frozen in 
place.

* * * * *

Thundering footsteps on the stairs alerted Kerry, Teresa and Van to the 
approaching herd of excited girls.

"Malika says that she's afraid here and wants to go to our house. Can we go 
now?" Zoe asked hopefully.

Kerry fixed his gaze on Malika and cautiously asked, "Did you ask your 
parents?"

"Yeah. My mom thought it was a good idea." Malika assured him.



Kerry then turned to his wife and asked, "Are you ready to go?"

"Yes. I have the feeling that we're about to begin our own adventure." 
Teresa said with a grin.

"I need to talk to Toni, right now. If you want to go on ahead, she'll be out 
in a minute." Kerry said seriously.

"Shotgun!" Toni said immediately.

"Aww, man!" Zoe grumbled.

"She called it first." Teresa chuckled, then started guiding the girls toward 
the front door.

* * * * *

"Did Malika tell you anything about what's been happening here?" Kerry 
asked his daughter quietly.

Toni glanced at Van uncertainly, then said, "Yeah. She said that they're all 
getting sick and cut and stuff. And she said that she really wants to go to 
our house because she's been having really scary dreams, here."

"Okay. If she tells you anything else that you think I need to know about, 
just call me. Thanks for doing this." Kerry told his daughter sincerely.

"Thanks for letting me help." She said in return, then gave her father a 
quick hug.

"If anything happens that worries you, call me right away." Kerry told his 
daughter quietly.

"I will. I love you." Toni whispered in return.

* * * * *

After seeing Toni out, and watching the car pull away, Van turned to Kerry 
and quietly said, "I'm kind of jealous."



"Of what?" Kerry asked curiously as he guided Van to walk with him, back 
into the house.

"You and your kids. You're so close. Me and my family was never like that." 
Van said thoughtfully.

"Although we may express ourselves differently than your family does, I 
think we probably have the same feelings for each other." Kerry said as 
they slowly walked toward the dining room.

"Maybe. I guess it'd be nice if they showed it, sometimes." Van quietly 
muttered.

"When my son was your age, he couldn't stand it when I'd hug him or told 
him that I loved him." Kerry said with a fond smile at the memory, then 
continued, "Parents don't always know how best to express their feelings. 
And, in some cases, the only example they have to follow is how they were 
raised. I think you're probably old enough now that you can try to 
understand that and cut them a little slack."

"Yeah. I'll try." Van said quietly.

As they were walking into the dining room, side by side, Kerry quietly said, 
"Good. Now, I guess it's time for this investigation to really begin."



Chapter 3: Deception and Dark

"Derek, do you have an infrared camera that you can set up in Mr. and Dr. 
Osmani's bedroom?" Alana asked thoughtfully.

"Yes. I didn't set any cameras up in there before because I felt funny about 
intruding on them." Derek said quietly.

"They're desperate to see an end to this, so I'm sure that they won't mind. 
While you're setting that up, also give them each a handheld so that they 
can document any activity that might occur. I don't know if they'll catch 
anything, but it might give them a feeling of empowerment to be able to 
do something." Alana finished in a grave tone.

"I'll do that." Derek said firmly.

"Since we haven't had any auditory phenomena, I don't think we'll need to 
shut off the power. We'll just turn off the lights and take our investigations 
wherever they lead us. Kerry and Van, would you like to investigate the 
main floor of the house?" Alana asked hopefully.

"Sure." Kerry answered immediately, then looked at Van with question.

"Yeah." Van said in nearly a whisper.

"Good. Then Charity and I will investigate the bedrooms, upstairs." Alana 
said decisively.

"Do you need any help, Derek?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"No. I've got it. How about I get you and Van your night vision cameras and 
you can show him how they work?" Derek asked with a smile.

"Sounds good." Kerry said with a grin at his teenage companion.

* * * * *

Once Derek had finished getting things settled upstairs and returned to the 
dining room, Kerry and Van walked around the first floor of the house, 
turning off lights.



"Why does it have to be dark?" Van asked in a timid whisper.

"The spirits are stronger and better able to manifest in the dark. I don't 
know exactly why that is, but maybe it has something to do with light being
energy. Without light, maybe there's less competing energy, so they're 
better able to come into being." Kerry said speculatively.

"What do we do now?" Van asked, since the last of the downstairs lights had
been extinguished.

"We just walk around, looking at things through the night vision cameras. If 
we hear a movement or see something odd, we investigate." Kerry said 
simply.

"Do you do this a lot?" Van asked quietly, unable to hide his nervousness.

"Just since Halloween." Kerry answered simply as he led the way into the 
living room.

"What's that?" Van asked suddenly.

"What did you see?" Kerry asked as he moved close to Van's side, so that he 
could see the video screen on Van's camera.

"I thought I saw a face, there, in the TV." Van said nervously.

Kerry brought up his own video camera and didn't see anything.

"Like I told you before, this is a recorder. If you did see something, then it'll
be there, in the recording, when we review the evidence." Kerry assured 
him.

"Maybe I was just seeing things." Van muttered quietly.

"That's possible. It happens to all of us. That's why we're so careful in the 
evidence review." Kerry said frankly.

* * * * *

After a complete tour of the living room, the pair made their way past the 
closed dining room door and into the kitchen.



The quiet in the house was eerie.

Neither spoke a word as they slowly made their way around, trying to spot 
any indication of something out of place.

"Do you want to go down and check out the basement?" Kerry asked quietly.

"Absolutely not." Van said immediately.

Kerry smiled at the reaction, then gently said, "Good. Neither do I."

* * * * *

"How long are we going to do this?" Van asked as they returned to the living
room.

"Until Alana calls an end to it. It's possible that we could be doing this all 
night." Kerry said frankly.

"How long does it usually take before something happens?" Van asked 
cautiously.

"Honestly, from what I've seen, usually on the first night, nothing happens. 
We roam around in the dark for a few hours, then we get together and 
review the evidence, and decide that there wasn't anything there." Kerry 
said frankly.

"So people tell you that they've got ghosts in their house, when they don't?" 
Van asked curiously.

"Sometimes. But there are other times when the ghosts don't reveal 
themselves while we're there. On the first night of the investigation, we 
usually do something like this, to see what the ghosts are going to do on 
their own. On the second night, we take steps to encourage or provoke a 
response." Kerry said carefully.

"How..." Van began to ask, then suddenly asked, "Did you see that?"

"What did you see?" Kerry asked quickly.



"Over there, by the front door. I think it was that little black thing from my 
closet." Van said with more than a little fear sounding in his voice.

Kerry quickly scanned the area with his own night vision camera, but saw 
nothing out of place.

"Did you see where it went?" Kerry asked quietly.

"Toward the couch, I think. But it couldn't fit behind there." Van said 
cautiously.

"It may not have any physical substance. It can probably go places that we 
can't." Kerry said as he started slowly surveying the area around the couch.

As he was about to say something more, a flash of movement caught his 
attention.

"I think it moved over to the chair, by the fireplace." Kerry said quickly.

"You saw it?" Van asked with surprise.

"I think I saw something." Kerry said honestly as he slowly inched his way 
toward the winged back chair.

A sudden ::CRACK!:: sounded behind them, causing both to jump.

Van and Kerry turned and were shocked to see a two foot long machete 
embedded in the coffee table, just a few feet away.

"Screw this!" Kerry declared, then grabbed Van by the arm and pulled him 
toward the door.

When he reached the doorway, he let go of Van long enough to turn on the 
overhead light.

It seemed that the switch not only turned on the light, but also chaos 
itself.

Just as suddenly as the light came on, things all around the room erupted, 
launching themselves in every direction. A deafening wind seemed to rise 
up out of nowhere.



Couch cushions and decorative figurines took to the air, seeming to have no
apparent destination. Then the couch and chairs started sliding, moving 
closer and closer to Kerry and Van at the door.

Kerry once again took hold of Van's upper arm and dragged him out of the 
room, moving as fast as he could toward the assumed safety of the dining 
room.

* * * * *

When Kerry opened the door, he was shocked at the sight of Derek, 
hovering about three feet above the dining room table, flailing his arms 
and legs, and in an absolute panic.

Various pieces of equipment that had been neatly organized on the dining 
room table were now on the floor around the periphery of the room.

"Alana! Derek is being attacked in the dining room!" Kerry called into his 
walkie-talkie.

"What can we do to make it stop?!" Van screamed to be heard over the 
rushing wind.

As Kerry was about to answer, one of the pieces of equipment that had 
once been on the table, launched itself from its new position on the floor 
and impacted the wall, right beside Kerry's head.

"Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name!" Kerry bellowed at 
the top of his lungs.

Derek dropped heavily, landing on the dining room table with an 'oof!'

"What happened?" Alana asked as she rushed into the room with Charity and
Dr. Osmani following a step behind.

"I don't even know." Kerry said honestly, then added, "This is a whole lot 
worse than anything I've ever seen before."

"This thing is bad." Derek said weakly as he fought to bring himself to a 
kneeling stance on the dining room table.



"I need to get upstairs and make sure that Qaiser isn't being attacked." Dr. 
Osmani said fearfully.

"You've got your walkie-talkie, right? Just call us if anything at all happens."
Alana told her reassuringly.

Dr. Osmani absently held up the walkie-talkie in her hand, then dashed out 
of the room.

Kerry turned suddenly as he noticed the presence of a weapon embedded 
in the table, right beside Derek. He was certain that it hadn't been there a 
moment before. It was old and crudely made, but Kerry couldn't decide if it
were a large meat cleaver or a small axe.

"Alana, this is too big for us. We need to call in the reinforcements." Derek 
said as he tried to gather his emotions.

"Agreed. But I won't know who to call until we've determined what this is." 
Alana said frankly.

"What I saw on the monitor from the living room screamed out 'poltergeist' 
to me. It was textbook." Derek said frankly.

After a moment to consider, Kerry reluctantly said, "He's right. I don't know 
as much about it as you all do, but from the research I've done since joining
you, that was exactly what a poltergeist haunting looks like."

"But when Jack and Kyla were here, everything they encountered pointed 
to a textbook active haunting..." Alana said consideringly.

"Derek, check your leg." Charity said suddenly.

There was a moment when Derek fought to understand her words, but once
they finally registered, he followed her gaze and found a blood stain on his 
lower pants leg.

Everyone watched as Derek carefully rolled his pants leg up to expose a 
two inch long gash in his leg, which by all appearances, seemed to be 
inflamed and massively infected.



"I'm going to get Dr. Osmani. Everyone, check yourselves." Alana said 
decisively before dashing out of the room.

"Are you alright?" Van asked as he started patting himself, up and down his 
arms and legs.

"I think so." Kerry said, as he started to do the same.

"Would you check my back?" Van asked quietly as he finished his self-
inspection.

"Of course." Kerry said as he also finished.

Van turned away and pulled up the oversized tee shirt that he was wearing.

"You've got a cut here, but it doesn't look fresh, like Derek's." Kerry said 
cautiously.

"Yeah. I've had that for a few days. I've got another one like it, on my thigh.
But that's it? There's no new ones?" Van asked to confirm.

"No. That's all." Kerry assured him.

"Okay. Turn around and I'll check you." Van said as he lowered his shirt.

It took a moment for Kerry to get his button up shirt and his undershirt 
untucked, but finally he was able to get them pulled up so that Van could 
inspect his back.

After a moment, Van said, "I don't see anything."

"I do." Kerry said, then turned to reveal a patch of festering boils on his 
upper belly, just below his sternum.

"Malika's been getting those, too. Mom has something that works on that. 
Don't worry." Van said reassuringly.

"Look at this mess. This is going to cost thousands of dollars to replace." 
Derek said as he looked around the dining room in despair.



"Focus on what's important. The equipment can be replaced. You can't." 
Charity said firmly.

"I'll be fine. A little antiseptic and I'll be as good as new." Derek assured her.

* * * * *

Dr. Osmani rushed into the room and went immediately to Derek.

"Yes. This looks much like one of the injuries that my husband has 
sustained. Just give me a moment to disinfect it." Dr. Osmani said carefully 
as she opened her medical bag.

"Kerry's going to need some of that salve that you use on Malika." Van told 
his mother seriously.

"It will just take a matter of minutes for me to attend to this young man's 
wound." Dr. Osmani said, obviously trying to maintain her professionalism.

Alana saw a movement out of the corner of her eye and turned suddenly.

"You can't be in here!" A woman said angrily. She appeared to be a nurse, 
but her clothing suggested that she was a nurse from a time long past, 
perhaps from the 1940s.

"Who are you?" Alana asked the woman seriously.

The woman turned and angrily stalked away.

Alana followed immediately behind, but when she entered the hallway 
outside the dining room, there was no one there.

She returned to the dining room, wearing a puzzled expression.

"Was that a residual?" Charity asked cautiously.

"I don't know." Alana said honestly.

"Ouch! That hurts!" Derek said as Dr. Osmani applied an antiseptic salve to 
his wound.



"It will hurt far worse if you get blood poisoning." Dr. Osmani said firmly.

"Mom. If you'll give me the salve, I can help Kerry." Van said urgently.

Dr. Osmani pulled a tube of ointment from her medical bag and thrust it in 
Van's direction as she said, "Here."

Van took the tube from his mother, then quietly said, "Just put this on and 
you should be okay."

"Thank you, Van." Kerry said appreciatively.

"So, what do you want to do next?" Charity asked in the ensuing silence.

Alana thought about the question for a moment, then reluctantly said, 
"What I'd really like to do is call in a psychic to see if maybe they can get 
some insight into what this is. Until we've figured that out, there's not 
much more that we can do."

"Can't you just get Father Francis to come over and do like he did for us?" 
Kerry asked cautiously.

"Try thinking of it like this, if you're having an electrical problem in your 
house, you wouldn't call a plumber to try and fix it, right? It's the same 
idea. We've got something powerful and devious, here. But until we have a 
better idea of just what it is, we can't call on a 'specialist' to deal with it." 
Alana said firmly.

"So, you're calling a psychic?" Charity asked cautiously.

"Unless you have a better idea." Alana said anxiously.

A knock on the front door caused all in attendance to look up.

"I'll get it." Van said automatically.

"I'll go with you." Kerry said immediately.

* * * * *

"Mr. Hinton. How good to see you again."



"Mrs. Batton?" Kerry asked with surprise.

"I asked Aunt Felicia if she'd come over. I hope you don't mind." Max said 
timidly from behind her.

"No! Not at all. I'm sure Alana is going to be happy to see you." Kerry said 
with a relieved smile, then thought to add, "Mrs. Batton and Max, I'd like 
for you to meet Van. This is his house."

"It's a pleasure to meet you. Irfan, is it?" Mrs. Batton asked cautiously.

"Yes, Ma'am. That's my real name... but you can call me Van, if you want." 
Van said with surprise.

"Please, come in." Kerry said as he guided Van to stand aside.

"I see what you mean about this place, Dear." Mrs. Batton said in a low 
voice as she passed through the door.

"It's too much." Max said past gritted teeth.

"Remember what I told you, draw in the light, let it surround you." Mrs. 
Batton told her nephew carefully.

"I'm trying." Max said as he forced himself to walk into the house.

"This isn't right." Mrs. Batton said distantly as she slowly surveyed her 
surroundings.

"I think everyone in this house would agree with you." Kerry said honestly, 
then added, "They're all in the dining room, right over here."

Mrs. Batton stood still for a moment, then turned to Max and said, "What 
you're sensing is false. It's a lie. It's being projected to keep sensitives from 
digging and finding what's underneath."

"It's too much for me, Aunt Felicia. I can't see past it." Max said anxiously.

"Give yourself a few minutes to acclimate, and you may have better luck." 
Mrs. Batton suggested, then started walking toward the dining room that 
Kerry had indicated before.



* * * * *

"Look who decided to stop by." Kerry said with a smile as he led Mrs. Batton
and Max into the dining room.

"You came back!" Charity said happily and ran across the room to greet 
Max.

"Whatever's going on here is too powerful for me to handle on my own. But 
I thought you might need help, so I asked Aunt Felicia to come back here 
with me." Max explained as he happily returned her hug.

"It's good to see you, Charity. I hope that you are doing well." Mrs. Batton 
said with a gentle smile, directed at her.

"Yeah. I'm alright. Thanks." Charity said as she continued to hold Max.

"Mrs. Batton, I'm glad that you're here. I think you know everyone else, 
allow me to introduce Dr. Osmani." Alana said carefully.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Doctor. And please call me Felicia." Mrs. Batton
said amiably.

"Yes. And you may call me Zuny, if you like." Dr. Osmani said distractedly as 
she gathered her supplies back into her medical bag.

"Felicia, Is there any way that you could do a walkthrough and give us your 
opinion of what's going on here?" Alana asked hopefully.

"No. At least, not just yet. You've got a nasty one, here. Let me sit down 
and take a few minutes to collect myself, then I'll tell you as much as I 
can." Mrs. Batton said carefully.

Kerry immediately picked up one of the fallen chairs in the room and 
checked to see that it was unbroken before setting it up and offering it to 
Mrs. Batton.

"If you will excuse me, I need to get back to my husband." Dr. Osmani said 
reluctantly.



"Make sure that you keep your walkie-talkie with you and call us if you have
any problem at all." Alana said seriously.

"Yes. Thank you." Dr. Osmani said before rushing out of the room.

* * * * *

Everyone in the room was silent as they waited for Mrs. Batton to sort 
through what she was sensing.

The sound of a cellphone ringing made most of the people in the room 
jump.

Alana took the phone from it's carrier, on her belt and looked at the caller 
ID.

"It's Jack." Alana said with a smile, then accepted the call.

"YOU'RE ALL GOING TO DIE!!!" Sounded from the phone, then it exploded in 
her hand.

Fortunately, she hadn't brought the phone near her face, yet. So the 
damage was only superficial.

Everyone was silent for a moment, allowing what had just happened to 
register. Finally, Derek cautiously asked, "Wrong number?"

Apparently, that had been just the right thing to say to break the tension. 
Alana chuckled slightly, then said, "Yeah. Wrong number."

"I think I'm ready." Mrs. Batton said quietly.

"Do you know what it is?" Alana asked hopefully.

"No. Not precisely. But I think that I've attuned myself enough to be able to
see past what it's projecting for me to see. If I walk around the house now, 
I believe that I should be able to get a sense of what's real." Mrs. Batton 
said carefully.

"Just tell us if there's anything we can do." Alana said quietly.



"I'm going to need for Max to walk with me. I'm somewhat vulnerable in this
state, and his 'light' can help protect me without obscuring my vision." Mrs 
Batton said as she slowly made her way to standing.

"Derek, can you walk?" Alana asked cautiously.

"Yeah. I'm fine." Derek assured her.

"Come with us. We're not leaving anyone alone in this house." Alana said 
firmly.

"You'll get no argument from me." Derek said honestly.

Kerry looked to Van, to see how he was doing. Van gave him a brief smile, 
then fell in at his side as they left the dining room, following Mrs. Batton.

* * * * *

The living room was in the same state of chaos as when Kerry and Van had 
left it earlier.

The furniture was scattered haphazardly around the room and there was 
still a machete embedded in the coffee table.

"It's here." Mrs. Batton said absently as her distant gaze seemed to look 
past the room, to something beyond.

"What's here?" Alana asked cautiously.

"It's old..." Mrs. Batton trailed off, as though she were about to say more, 
but instead, she turned and walked past those who were following her and 
out of the living room.

* * * * *

"Do you smell that?" Max asked from Mrs. Batton's side.

"Yes. With all the other falsehoods facing us, that is one of the few things 
here that is 'real'." Mrs. Batton said carefully as she and Max led the way up
the stairs



"What does that mean?" Van asked cautiously.

"I don't know." Kerry whispered in response.

"It means that it might be a significant clue as to what we're really facing." 
Mrs. Batton said instructively, although Kerry was ready to swear that she 
had been too far ahead of them to possibly hear Van's question.

* * * * *

The sound of a child crying drew the attention of everyone in the group as 
they crested the flight of stairs.

At the opposite end of the hallway, there was a young girl, dressed in late 
nineteen hundreds attire, sobbing inconsolably.

"That's false. Ignore it." Mrs. Batton said a bit irritably.

The child's crying became louder as the group approached.

"There is no child's spirit trapped in this house. This is theater, appearing 
solely for the purpose of deceiving us." Mrs. Batton warned.

Following her words, the child's crying escalated again.

"Shut up!" Mrs. Batton snapped.

The child ghost looked at Mrs. Batton with a sneer, then evaporated into 
nothing.

"I never could stand sniveling whiney children. I'm certainly not going to 
put up with one that never existed!" Mrs. Batton said as she walked directly
toward Malika's bedroom.

Van looked at Kerry anxiously, afraid of what Mrs. Batton might be about to
discover.

* * * * *

After a moment of looking around the bedroom, Mrs. Batton finally said, 
"Another false trail."



"We've had poltergeist activity, and this bedroom belongs to a young 
teenage girl." Alana explained.

"The girl was convenient, an easy scapegoat. Had things unfolded 
differently, she most certainly would have been blamed." Mrs. Batton said 
before retreating from the room.

Van's look of apprehension increased when she left Malika's room and 
continued on to his.

"Plans within plans. No wonder they call it being 'devilish'." Mrs. Batton 
commented absently as she entered the bedroom.

"What do you see?" Alana asked carefully.

Kerry could tell that Van was anxious and draped an arm around his 
shoulders to help reassure him.

"I see lies." Mrs. Batton said simply, then turned and left.

* * * * *

"Have you found anything?" Dr. Osmani asked hopefully from her husband's 
bedside as Mrs. Batton led the way into the room.

"Very little that's real." Mrs. Batton said simply, then gestured toward Mr. 
Osmani's feet and asked, "May I see?"

"If you think it will help." Dr. Osmani said cautiously as she moved to the 
foot of the bed.

"I don't think it will hurt. And it might serve to give me more insight into 
what we're dealing with." Mrs. Batton said frankly.

When Dr. Osmani drew the blanket away from her husband's feet, she 
revealed a grotesque twisted mass of infection.

"I'm so sorry." Mrs. Batton said sincerely.

"Is there anything you can do to help?" Dr. Osmani asked hopefully.



"Perhaps. This gives me an idea, but there's a chance that it's yet another 
falsehood that's being presented to me." Mrs. Batton said wearily.

* * * * *

When they returned to the dining room, Mrs. Batton took her previous seat 
and pondered what she had been able to discover.

"Do you know what we're dealing with?" Alana asked cautiously.

"No. Not precisely. But I think that I may be able to point you in the right 
direction." Mrs. Batton said carefully.

"Any help you can give us would be appreciated." Alana said honestly.

"Irfan, would you come here?" Mrs. Batton asked hopefully.

Van cautiously took the three steps to stand before her.

"You have an injury on your back, don't you?" Mrs. Batton asked knowingly.

"Yes. How did you know?" Van asked cautiously.

Mrs. Batton smiled at the question, then motioned for him to lean down so 
that she could whisper, "I'm psychic."

Van smiled at the admission as he returned to standing.

"May I see your injury?" Mrs. Batton asked hopefully.

Van turned and lifted his shirt so that Mrs. Batton could see.

"Max, come over here." Mrs. Batton said as she carefully inspected the 
wound.

"What did you need me to do?" Max asked as he approached.

"Open yourself up and tell me if you can sense anything from Irfan's 
wound." Mrs. Batton said seriously.



Max looked at his aunt uncertainly for a moment, then focused on the 
wound on Van's back before closing his eyes.

"Let go of what you expect and tell me what you sense." Mrs. Batton said in
a low, coaxing voice.

"Wait. This doesn't make sense." Max said as he took a step back.

"What is that, Dear?" Mrs. Batton asked in a leading tone.

"He's inhuman. How can he be here, like this with us, if he's an inhuman?" 
Max asked anxiously.

"Look again, but this time pull back a little." Mrs. Batton urged him.

It took a moment for Max to work up his courage, but finally he approached
Van again and did his best to focus his second sight on the wound.

"Pull back and look at the whole being, not just the injury." Mrs. Batton said
carefully.

"Oh! I see. It's just the injury that's inhuman, but it's inhabiting a human 
being." Max said in a voice of wonder.

"Yes. That's exactly right." Mrs. Batton said with approval.

"What does that mean?" Kerry asked anxiously, worried on Van's behalf.

"It means that each of these injuries is a form of low level possession. 
The... entity... that inhabits this place seems to derive its power in this 
manner." Mrs. Batton said carefully.

"We're possessed?" Derek asked in panic.

"Technically, yes. But more in the sense of a parasitic infection than 
anything else. I don't think it could influence your thoughts or control your 
actions until it had gained a more significant foothold." Mrs. Batton said 
seriously.

"But eventually, it will." Alana said thoughtfully.



"Yes. If left untreated." Mrs. Batton agreed.

"What's the treatment?" Kerry asked anxiously.

"What is the treatment for any form of possession?" Mrs. Batton asked 
simply.

"We're going to have to perform an exorcism?" Derek asked dubiously.

"Yes and no." Mrs. Batton said carefully.

She looked around to find that everyone was waiting expectantly for her 
explanation.

"Yes, an exorcism will need to be performed, but no, I don't think you 
should go about doing it yourselves. In this instance, I believe it would be 
best to call on the services of a professional." Mrs. Batton said seriously.

"Is there anything else that you can tell us about what's inhabiting this 
house?" Alana asked hopefully.

"It's old." Mrs. Batton said thoughtfully.

Although she had said that earlier, in the living room, anxious looks still 
flashed around the room.

Many of those present were aware that the existence of inhumans tended 
to be nothing less than 'survival of the fittest'. For an inhuman to achieve 
advanced age usually meant that they were that much more dangerous.

"It's powerful." She said as she seemed to be looking off into a distant 
place.

"How powerful?" Charity asked cautiously.

"What you've seen so far isn't even a flicker of its true power. It's just been 
playing with you." Mrs. Batton said gravely.

"Do you know what kind of demon it is?" Derek asked carefully.



"No. It's too vast and disbursed for me to be able to label it. I get the sense 
that it's more 'there' than 'here'." Mrs. Batton said with difficulty.

Everyone waited for long silent minutes as Mrs. Batton seemed to be trying 
to focus in on something more.

Finally, she took a deep breath, then slumped slightly in the chair as she let
her concentration go.

"I think Max and I should be leaving. We can't shield ourselves from 
something like this for very long." Mrs. Batton said wearily.

"Is there anything else you can tell us? Anything at all?" Alana asked 
hopefully.

Mrs. Batton stopped for a moment, then looked Alana in the eyes as she 
said, "This didn't happen by chance. It was summoned."



Chapter 4 - Retreat

"So, Malika, have the girls told you about what we've been planning for 
tonight?" Teresa asked as they started their drive across town.

"Yeah. It sounds like fun. Well, except for the scary movies... I'm living in 
one, so I really don't feel like watching someone else go through that stuff."
Malika said honestly.

"I'm sure that we'll be able to find something that you'll all enjoy." Teresa 
assured her.

"Just as long as it's not another one of Lorra's tear jerker romances." Toni 
said with a crinkled nose.

"Okay. If Malika can veto horror movies and Toni can veto romances, then I 
get to veto something, too." Lorra said firmly.

"That sounds fair to me." Teresa said with a smile.

"No movies made from comic books... or cartoons... or where there's more 
CGI explosions than acting." Lorra said thoughtfully.

"That's going to narrow it down." Teresa said consideringly.

"We may end up watching 'Love Boat' reruns on TV." Toni said slowly.

"What's that?" Malika asked curiously.

"Believe me, you don't want to know." Lorra told her gravely.

"Don't I get to not pick something, too?" Zoe asked loudly. Being the 
youngest, it was apparent that she was feeling a little bit overlooked.

"Sure, honey, what kind of movie do you not want to watch." Teresa asked 
her daughter indulgently.

"I don't wanna watch any stars or rings. They're boring." Zoe said firmly.

"What was that?" Teresa asked curiously.



"No movies with the words 'Star' or 'Ring' anywhere in them." Zoe said 
seriously.

Teresa thought about it for a moment, then broke into a smile before 
saying, "I think that narrows it down a lot more."

"What about Harry Potter?" Toni suggested hopefully.

"Which one?" Malika asked with interest.

"Since we're having a sleepover, let's start with the first one and see how 
many we can watch before we fall asleep." Toni said happily.

"Yeah. Okay. I haven't watched them for a while." Malika said consideringly.

"What about you, Lorra?" Toni asked cautiously.

"Daniel Radcliffe? Are you kidding? I'm in!" Lorra said with a grin.

"Is that okay with you, Zoe?" Teresa gently asked her youngest.

"Yeah. I like Harry Potter." Zoe said happily.

* * * * *

There were a few silent minutes as the drive continued, until Lorra finally 
asked, "What school do you go to?"

"The Christian Academy." Malika answered in a somewhat grim tone.

"Oh. I've heard of that place. Do they make you pray all the time, or 
anything like that?" Lorra asked curiously.

"No. It's just a name. I guess if they called it 'The Muslim Academy', no one 
would send their kids there." Malika said frankly.

"You're probably right about that." Teresa chuckled.

"So, it's just a regular school?" Lorra asked to confirm.



"Yeah. I guess. I've always gone there, so I don't know what other schools 
are like." Malika said honestly.

"Is there anything special that you girls would like to snack on, tonight? I 
can stop by the store on the way home." Teresa asked casually.

"Can we have pizza?" Toni asked hopefully.

"We just had dinner before we left the house." Teresa said cautiously.

"Yeah. So?" Toni said simply, obviously not seeing a connection.

"Let me know when everyone's hungry and I'll call for delivery." Teresa said 
with amusement.

* * * * *

When Teresa pulled into the driveway, the girls piled out of the SUV and 
rushed to the front door.

Teresa smiled at their enthusiasm to get the sleepover underway.

* * * * *

"Wow. Your house is really nice!" Malika said as they walked in the front 
door.

"Mom and Dad have been remodeling it since we moved in." Toni said simply
as she took off her coat.

"Give me your coat." Lorra said as she hung her coat in the entry closet.

"Do you wanna see my room?" Zoe asked excitedly.

Malika looked at Toni and Lorra, not knowing if there were a right answer 
to the question.

"We're going to start the fire, first." Toni told her sister, then looked to her 
mother and asked, "Can I?"

"Go ahead. Just remember to open the flue." Teresa cautioned.



"This fireplace is really really old. It's awesome." Lorra said as she led the 
way into the living room.

Malika looked around the living room carefully and her gaze stopped on the
Christmas tree. "It's so pretty."

"Oh, yeah. You don't have a Christmas tree at your house, do you?" Lorra 
asked cautiously.

"No. With everything going on this year, with everyone being sick and 
scared, we just... didn't." Malika said quietly.

"You can't let the bad guys win." Toni said firmly as she carefully positioned 
the wood in the firebox.

"Yeah. If you act all miserable, you're playing into their hands." Lorra 
agreed, then thought to add, "Being sad and afraid is a lot like giving up, 
and when you don't fight back, they win."

"So, being happy is a way of fighting... it?" Malika asked cautiously.

"Not giving up is a way of fighting them. Being happy is a way of not giving 
up." Toni said seriously, then lit the fireplace lighter and moved the flame 
to the edge of the kindling.

"What you said before, back at my house, was that true? Was your house 
really haunted?" Malika asked curiously.

"Yeah." Toni said easily as she kept the majority of her attention on lighting 
the fire.

"Well, to be honest, it still is. But now it's haunted the good way." Lorra 
interjected.

"The good way? Is there a good way?" Malika asked dubiously.

"Yeah. The ghosts that we have now are really nice. In fact, Benjamin helps
us out around here all the time." Toni said as she looked away from the fire
with a smile.

"How can a ghost help you?" Malika asked dubiously.



"When Benjamin was alive, he used to work taking care of this house, you 
know, cleaning and keeping things nice and neat. Now, he still does that. I 
mean, we still have to clean up after ourselves, but after that, Benjamin 
kind of follows along behind us and makes sure that everything's just right."
Toni finished with a smile.

"Can I see him?" Malika asked cautiously.

"We usually see Daniel more than Benjamin, but neither one of them will 
show up when you call them. If you do see them, it'll be when one of them 
walks past the door or you'll see them out of the corner of your eye or 
something like that." Toni said seriously.

"They don't try to scare you or anything. They're nice." Zoe interjected.

"What about your ghost? How is it?" Toni asked cautiously.

"All I can really tell you about it is that it's not nice." Malika said quietly.

"Don't worry. My dad and the team will figure out how to make things 
right." Toni assured her.

"Yeah. They're really great. They even let us help them, when they were 
here." Lorra said happily.

"How did you help?" Malika asked curiously.

"They let me take readings when they first got here, then later, they let us 
help them with the evidence review." Lorra said happily.

"Yeah. It was really something. And from what they said, they might ask us 
to help them again if they've got a really big job to do, sometime." Toni 
added with a smile.

"I don't know. I think I'd be scared if I did something like that." Malika said 
cautiously.

"Sometimes it's scary. But I know that Alana wouldn't let anything bad 
happen to us, so it's okay." Lorra said honestly.



"My dad's over at your house trying to figure out what's haunting you. Can 
you think of anything that I could tell him that might help?" Toni asked 
hopefully.

"Did your dad ask you to ask me that? Is that what he said to you when we 
went out to the car?" Malika asked suspiciously.

"He told me to call him if there was something that he needed to know. But
it's not like he's spying on you, or anything. He's just trying to help your 
family. So if there's something that you know that might help him, I can go 
ahead and tell him about it." Toni said honestly.

"All I know is that it's scary. For some reason, I feel safer when I'm in my 
room, so I stay in there a lot." Malika said quietly.

"Toni and I have been studying all kinds of things so that we can help if the 
team ever needs us to. If it wouldn't freak you out too much, we could 
investigate what's been happening to you." Lorra said hopefully.

"How? What do you want to do?" Malika asked cautiously.

"We just want to ask you some questions, just like the regular interviews 
that Alana and the team do. Maybe, if we do that, we can figure some 
things out that'll help." Toni explained cautiously.

"Okay. I guess." Malika said reluctantly, then asked, "What do you want to 
know?"

"Just tell us what it's like. How are things 'not normal' at your house." Lorra 
said simply.

"Well, I guess that sometimes, when I look in the mirror, there's sometimes 
someone else there, just for a second." Malika said anxiously, obviously 
disturbed by the memory.

"Yeah. That happens a lot. Mirrors are easy portals, weak spots in reality 
where ghosts and stuff can peek through." Lorra said with a nod.

"That's right. And usually when you see something in the mirror, it's 
something that's trapped on the other side. It can't hurt you. If it's showing 



itself to you, it's probably just to make you scared, because when you're 
scared, you kind of give it a boost of energy." Toni said carefully.

"If that's what it's been trying to do, it worked." Malika said quietly.

"Does it happen in all the mirrors, every now and then? Or does it happen in
the same one, almost every time you look in it?" Lorra asked seriously.

"Um... all of them, I guess. I use the one in the bathroom the most, so 
that's where I usually see it, but it's not every time and it's happened in the
others, too." Malika said thoughtfully.

"Good. Then that probably means that you don't have a haunted mirror. 
Sometimes, mirrors can be used as conduits, and you have to get rid of the 
mirror or bind it to stop the haunting. But it sounds like the mirrors in your 
house are just regular mirrors and the ghosts, or whatever, use them to 
terrorize you when they get the chance." Lorra said, then looked at Toni 
with question.

"Yeah. Just try to ignore them. And if you feel like they're watching you, 
then tell them to get out and give you some privacy or cover the mirror so 
that they can't watch." Toni said with a nod.

"They're always watching. I can feel them, even when I'm not anywhere 
close to a mirror." Malika said anxiously.

"Oh, yeah. That's normal." Toni said easily.

"That might just be the EMF." Lorra added simply.

"What's that?" Malika asked curiously.

"Electromagnetic fields. Ghosts give them off and we can track them with 
our K2 meters. Whenever you're around high EMFs, you get the creeps and 
feel like someone's watching you." Lorra said informatively.

"Is there some way to stop that?" Malika asked cautiously.

"Yeah. There's a couple ways." Toni said assuringly, then continued, "The 
first thing is to try and figure out where the EMF is coming from. 



Sometimes it's from a ghost, and there's not much you can do about that. 
But sometimes it's from bad wiring or an electrical transformer or junction 
box or something like that. If you can track it down and either move it or 
get it fixed right, then you can make it go away."

"There's also some kinds of paints and plants that can shield you from EMF 
or absorb it." Lorra added helpfully.

"What about when I'm sleeping? Sometimes it feels like there's someone 
else in my room, and when I feel that, I'm scared and I can't move." Malika 
whispered fearfully at the memory.

"That can be caused by high EMF, too." Lorra said with a nod.

"Yeah. It's called 'sleep paralysis' and it happens to lots of people. That's 
another one of those things that can happen even when you're not 'really' 
haunted. If it's a real problem, I think that you can go to a doctor and they 
can give you something for it. I don't know a lot about it, but it happens 
enough that you should be able to look it up and find out what you can do 
about it." Toni said consideringly.

"My mom's a doctor. Wouldn't she already know about that?" Malika asked 
cautiously.

"Maybe." Toni said simply, then added, "But unless your mom works with 
sleep disorders, she might not. Do the research and you can show her what 
you figured out and she might be able to help you with it."

"Yeah. I guess I never thought that there might be something that you could
'do' to stop the nightmares." Malika said thoughtfully.

"Oh, yeah. There's tons of stuff that you can do that don't have anything to 
do with haunting. Once you've got all that stuff out of the way, then there's
a whole lot less that you have to deal with that actually 'is' from the 
ghosts." Toni said seriously.

"What about when I see someone moving in my closet, or under my bed, 
even when I'm completely awake?" Malika asked anxiously.

"That could be ghosts." Lorra said speculatively.



"Or... it could be high EMF giving you a feeling of paranoia and your mind 
automatically 'matrixing' to make you see something that isn't really there."
Toni countered.

"What's 'matrixing'?" Malika asked curiously.

"That's a thing your mind does to fill in the blanks when something's 
missing. Like when your mind automatically fills in a missing letter in a 
word or the missing word in a sentence." Toni explained easily.

"It's also how your mind can see things in a picture that's an optical illusion.
Your mind picks up on the clues and fills in the blanks to show you 
something that's not really there. And when you've got a lot of EMF hitting 
you, then your mind is hyped up looking for something creepy and weird 
that it's expecting to see." Lorra added thoughtfully.

"What about the smells?" Malika asked cautiously.

"What smells?" Toni asked curiously.

"In my house, sometimes... a lot of times, you smell things... like rotting...
or blood." Malika said anxiously.

"I don't know. I don't think I've read anything about any smelly ghosts. But I 
suppose that you could matrix a smell just the same as something that you 
saw." Toni said consideringly.

"It's not all in my head! Look at this." Malika said, then raised up the side of
her blouse to expose three separate patches of boils starting under her arm
and wrapping around to cover about half of her stomach.

"No. We weren't saying that it's all in your head. We're saying that 
whatever's haunting your house may be using your body's natural reactions 
to scare you and make you think that it's a lot worse than it really is." Toni 
said assuringly.

"Does it hurt?" Zoe asked in a whisper.

Malika looked at the younger girl with surprise, having briefly forgotten 
that she was there.



"Sometimes it feels like there's something moving, right under my skin. But 
since my mom started putting cream on it, it doesn't hurt very much." 
Malika said frankly.

"Toni, can you fix it?" Zoe asked hopefully.

"Malika's mom is a doctor. I probably can't do anything that she hasn't 
already tried." Toni said seriously.

"But if a ghost hurt Malika like this, can't you undo what the ghost did to 
her?" Zoe asked cautiously, obviously trying very hard to understand.

"I guess it wouldn't hurt anything to try." Toni said uncertainly.

"What are you talking about doing?" Malika asked uneasily.

"Well, I don't know if it'll do anything. But I guess what Zoe's saying kinda 
makes sense. If a ghost or whatever 'marked' you or 'cursed' you with this, 
then maybe it would help if we did a basic protection ritual." Toni said 
carefully, then looked at Lorra with question.

"I've got my kit upstairs, with my things." Lorra said simply.

"Your 'kit'?" Malika asked cautiously.

"It's just the really basic things that ghost hunters and priests and people 
like that use to protect themselves." Lorra said assuringly.

"Are you talking about doing magic?" Malika asked anxiously.

After a moment to consider, Toni slowly said, "That's kind of hard to answer.
I think that the way Alana would say it is that even though we don't know 
'why' it works, this is something that was done in the past that we've seen 
'does' work. So, whether you want to call it 'magic' or not, this is a proven 
answer to the question we're asking."

"What are you going to do?" Malika asked cautiously.

"Um, I guess we'll draw a protection circle, so nothing can get in from the 
outside and try to interfere with us. Then we'll do the cleansing ritual to 
try and get rid of any curses or marks. After that, we'll do a basic blessing 



to try and keep you from getting cursed or marked again." Toni said 
thoughtfully.

"Do you think it will help?" Malika asked in a whisper.

"I don't know. You may just have some kind of a nasty skin fungus or 
something. But what we're doing won't hurt you. If you want to call what 
we're doing 'magic', then this is 'good-guy magic'. It's all protection, 
cleansing and blessing. None of it will hurt you. So the worst that will 
happen is nothing." Toni said frankly.

Malika thought about it for a moment, then quietly asked, "What do we 
have to do?"

"We're going to have to draw on the floor with chalk, so we should probably
do it in my old room, that's being remodeled. The carpet's been torn up and
the room's cleared out." Toni said thoughtfully, then looked at Lorra to 
confirm that she wasn't missing anything.

"Are you girls ready for pizza?" Teresa asked as she walked into the living 
room.

"Yeah. We've got some stuff to do upstairs for a few minutes, but we should
be done before it gets here." Toni said with a smile at her mother.

"Is pepperoni alright with everyone?" Teresa asked as she looked around.

"Yeah!" Lorra answered hungrily.

The looks of anticipation on the other girls' faces was all the answer she 
needed.

"Make sure you put the screen in front of the fire before you go upstairs." 
Teresa cautioned her oldest daughter.

"We will." Toni assured her, then quickly stood.

* * * * *

"Just stand back and let Lorra work. Even though I've read through this, I 
haven't memorized it like Lorra has." Toni said quietly.



"Why is this happening to me?" Malika asked anxiously.

"Probably, because you're a girl... and a teenager. For some reason, ghosts 
really really like us. Maybe we give them extra energy or something." Toni 
said honestly.

"Or maybe they're just a bunch of perverts." Lorra said without looking up 
from her work, drawing a chalk circle in the center of the floor.

Toni smiled at the comment, then continued, "For whatever reason, ghosts 
like to show up where there's a young teenage girl. Sometimes, it's like our 
natural psychic energy draws them. If there's already a weak spot between 
the worlds, we can draw them through. Of course, if it's something that's 
already here, then it sees us as food and starts getting stronger and acting 
up more."

"Of course, there are poltergeists, which are spirits that latch onto just 
you. If what you've got is one of those, then right now Alana and my dad 
are probably bored out of their minds, because all the paranormal activity 
would have followed you here." Lorra said seriously as she continued to 
work.

"It's cold in here." Zoe grumbled.

"Go get a sweater. We won't start without you." Toni assured her sister.

Zoe looked at Toni dubiously for a moment, but finally hurried out of the 
room.

"Is it really okay for you to let her see what we're going to do?" Malika asked
cautiously.

"In a few years, Zoe's going to be a teenager and might have to face 
something like this. And by that time, I might be away at college. So, for as
long as she wants to learn about it, I'm willing to show her the things that 
she needs to know to protect herself." Toni said seriously.

Malika thought about that for a moment, then slowly nodded her 
agreement to the reasoning.



* * * * *

"You didn't start, did you?" Zoe asked as she hurried into the room.

"No. Lorra's still casting the circle." Toni said patiently.

"What's that that she's writing?" Malika asked cautiously.

"Each segment in the circle is a request for protection from a different 
saint, angel or deity. It's one of those things that we don't know why it 
works, but some or all of them do something because it's always worked in 
the past." Toni said carefully.

"So you don't believe in magic?" Malika asked to confirm.

"I think that some of this stuff works if you believe in it. I don't know if 
that's the placebo effect or the power of positive thinking. But there's 
other stuff that actually works no matter what you believe. It's like there's 
some kind of science at work, but no one knows what it really is. Because 
of that, we use the things that we know have worked in the past, even if 
we don't believe in them or completely understand them."

"Everyone, get into the circle." Lorra said as she carefully looked over her 
handywork.

"Is your mom going to get upset because you drew all over the floor?" 
Malika asked cautiously as they all relocated.

"Maybe a little. But they're going to be sanding down the floors anyway, so I
don't think it'll be a big deal." Toni said frankly.

"This is Toni's room. She's just staying in her brother's room until they're 
done fixing this one up." Lorra said as she walked around the circle, 
dribbling water outside the chalk outline.

"What are you doing?" Malika asked curiously.

"Reinforcing the circle with holy water." Lorra said simply.

"Do you want me to do the salt?" Toni asked her cautiously.



"Yeah. It's in my backpack, right there." Lorra said absently.

Malika watched as Toni took a generic cylindrical container of cooking salt 
out and started pouring it just outside the circle.

"You just use regular salt?" Malika asked cautiously.

"Yeah. It's possible to get 'Holy Salt' that's been blessed, for when you need 
it. But for something like this, any salt will do." Toni said casually as she 
crawled around the perimeter of the circle, pouring the salt, and being 
careful not to smudge Lorra's chalk diagrams.

"I guess we're ready." Lorra said as she looked over the circle one more 
time.

"What do we have to do?" Malika asked nervously.

"Not much, really. If it's okay, I'm going to put some holy water on each spot
where you're hurt, to spiritually cleanse them. Then we'll just say a really 
quick little prayer of protection, so that if we actually got rid of 
something, that it can't come back." Lorra said frankly.

Malika looked from Lorra to Toni, then cautiously asked, "So, it's not a big 
deal?"

"Nope. The hardest part is done. I've been studying that circle diagram 
forever, trying to memorize it." Lorra said frankly.

"Show us where you're hurt and we'll go ahead and bless it." Toni said 
seriously.

Malika once again lifted her blouse to expose the angry boils.

"Zoe, come over here and watch, so you'll know how to do this." Toni said 
firmly.

The expression on Zoe's face was cautious, but Malika could easily see that 
she was doing her best to remain calm and collected. Malika got the sense 
that it meant the world to Zoe that her older sister was including her and 
sharing this forbidden knowledge.



In a low voice, Toni quietly said, "In the name of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Ghost, I beg that you intercede on our behalf."

"Lord, hear our prayer." Lorra automatically said at the pause.

"Almighty God, we beg you to keep the evil spirit from further molesting 
this servant of yours, and to keep him far away, never to return. At your 
command, O Lord, may the goodness and peace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
take possession of Malika. May we no longer fear any evil since the Lord is 
with us; who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God, 
forever and ever." Toni said reverently as she sprinkled holy water on the 
scabs and boils.

Malika gasped at the sudden cold.

"Do you have anymore spots like this? We need to get all of them." Lorra 
asked seriously.

"Yeah. On both my legs." Malika said as she tried to understand what she 
was feeling on her stomach. It was almost icy and she couldn't tell if it 
were spreading over her skin or moving underneath.

"Can you roll up your pants legs?" Toni asked cautiously.

"No. Not enough. I'll have to take them off." Malika said nervously.

"Go ahead. We've got to do this right now or we'll have to start over." Toni 
said frankly.

After a moment of hesitation, Malika wriggled out of her pants to expose 
two large gauze pads, taped into place. She carefully removed the 
bandages to reveal a horrible infected gash on one of her thighs and 
another patch of festering boils on the other.

"Zoe, do you want to do it?" Toni asked her sister cautiously.

After a moment to consider, Zoe firmly shook her head.

Toni smiled at her sister, then held up the holy water as she said, "Lord, we
beg you to keep the evil spirit from further molesting this servant of yours."



When Toni applied the holy water to the infected gash, Malika once again 
felt the icy sensation moving not only over, but through the wound on her 
thigh.

Toni quickly applied the holy water to the patch of boils, then asked, "Zoe, 
would you go to the bathroom and get the first aid kit? We need to bandage
these back up."

"Can I leave the circle?" Zoe asked cautiously.

"Sure. Daniel will make sure nothing happens to you." Toni assured her 
sister with a smile.

Zoe hurried out of the room to do as she was asked.

Malika looked around quickly and for just an instant, she saw the vague 
outline of a teenage boy, standing by the door with his arms folded across 
his chest.

She gasped and quickly grabbed her pants to cover herself as a blush rose 
up her cheeks.

It took a moment for Toni to understand what Malika's sudden problem was,
but once she figured it out, she quietly said, "Daniel's not looking at you, I 
promise. He's not like that."

"Not like what?" Malika asked as she continued to try and fight down her 
embarrassment.

"He doesn't like girls." Lorra said frankly.

Toni glanced at Lorra disapprovingly, then carefully said, "I'm saying that 
he's a gentleman. He won't look. And, if he accidentally sees something he 
shouldn't, he will look away."

Lorra flashed Toni an incredulous 'whatever' look, then started gathering 
her supplies back into her backpack as she asked, "So, Malika, do you feel 
any different?"

"I don't know." Malika said honestly.



"Well, like we told you before, this might not help anything, but it shouldn't
hurt anything, either. It was just something to try." Toni assured her.

"Thank you for doing it." Malika said quietly.

Zoe hurried back into the room with a large first aid kit.

"Let's hurry and get these bandaged. The pizza should be here any minute." 
Toni said with a smile of anticipation.

At the invocation of the word 'pizza', all matters ghostly, demonic or 
supernatural were immediately abandoned.

* * * * *

As they were walking downstairs, Toni quietly said, "If you think of anything
that I need to tell my dad, just let me know."

"Yeah. I will." Malika assured her.

The sound of a knock on the front door caused all the girls to stop.

"Are you guys ready to watch some movies?" Lorra asked with a grin.

Malika suddenly realized that for the first time in longer than she could 
remember, she felt completely at ease. She wasn't afraid. She wasn't alone.
She wasn't expecting some horrific thing to pop out and scare her at any 
moment.

So, as they walked down the hallway, toward the living room, Malika 
quietly said, "Yeah. I think I am."



Chapter 5 - Lost in Dark

A low growling sound made Van jump. He looked around cautiously to see if
there were some demon about to attack them.

"Sorry. I didn't have a chance to eat dinner." Kerry said timidly.

Van looked at him with surprise, then broke into a grin as he said, "We 
should have some leftovers in the kitchen, if that's okay."

"You don't need to bother. I'll be fine. I should have thought to drive 
through somewhere on the way to the team meeting. I just didn't know 
that we were going to have a case tonight." Kerry said honestly.

"It's no trouble. Besides, if you eat the leftovers, then Mom will have to 
make us new food tomorrow. I'm ready for new food. So you'll be helping 
me out." Van said with a grin.

"Well... I am here to help." Kerry said reluctantly.

"Come on." Van said warmly as he led the way out of the dining room.

* * * * *

"Oh, there you are." Alana said as she walked into the kitchen.

"Van's fixing me something to eat." Kerry said timidly.

"Would you like some? There's enough for one more plate." Van offered 
pleasantly.

"Thank you, no. But could I use your phone? As you saw, mine had an 
unfortunate accident, earlier." Alana asked hopefully.

"Sure. It's right over..." Van began to say, then looked strangely at the wall 
by the kitchen door.

"What's wrong?" Kerry asked with concern.

"The phone. It's not there." Van said with surprise.



"What do you mean?" Alana asked cautiously.

"There should be a phone on the wall, right there by the door." Van said as 
he slowly walked to the wall and felt around where the phone was usually 
located.

"This isn't good." Alana said anxiously.

The sudden sound of a high pitched ::beep:: caused Kerry to jump about a 
foot in the air.

"Your food's ready." Van said absently as he continued to inspect the wall 
where the phone had always been.

Kerry slowly walked to the microwave, then thought to say, "You can use 
my cellphone, if you like."

"Um, no. I need to talk to Derek, right now. This isn't good." Alana said 
distractedly, then hurried out the kitchen door, toward the dining room.

"How could the phone just disappear, like that?" Van asked disbelievingly.

"I don't know." Kerry said as he took the plate out of the microwave.

"Whatever it was seems like it really bothered her." Van said seriously as he 
walked back to Kerry's side.

"It's not making me too happy, either." Kerry said frankly as he picked up a 
fork.

"Stop!" Van said abruptly and reached out to put his hand on Kerry's wrist.

"What?" Kerry asked as he froze in place.

"Look." Van whispered.

Kerry followed Van's gaze to the plate of food, which was alive with 
maggots and flies.

From there, Kerry looked at the fork, inches from his mouth, and found the
food there was also infested.



"I think I lost my appetite." Kerry said as he slowly set the plate and fork on
the kitchen counter.

"Me, too." Van said anxiously.

"Let's go into the dining room and see what Alana came up with." Kerry said
as he started toward the door.

"Yeah." Van said, following a step behind.

* * * * *

"Where's Alana?" Kerry asked as he and Van walked into the dining room.

"Upstairs, with the doctor and her husband, as far as I know." Derek said as 
he worked on trying to salvage what he could of their equipment.

"She was just with us in the kitchen and said that she was going to come in 
here and talk to you." Kerry said anxiously.

"Alana? What's your location?" Derek asked into the walkie-talkie.

"I'm in the basement." Alana said cautiously.

"Is something going on, down there?" Derek asked slowly.

"Not that I can tell. But the funny thing is, when I walked through the door
into the dining room, I somehow ended up down here." Alana said in 
puzzlement.

"Um... guys." Van said as he moved closer to Kerry's side.

Kerry followed Van's amazed wide-eyed stare at the blank wall where the 
door had been moments before.

"On a related topic, it appears that the dining room door is missing." Derek 
said slowly into the walkie-talkie.

"So are the basement stairs. And the basement seems to have become an 
endless labyrinthine maze." Alana said in frustration, then thought to ask, 
"Is everyone else there with you?"



"I have Charity, Kerry and Van here with me." Derek said cautiously.

"Good. Stay together." Alana said seriously, then thought to ask, "Dr. 
Osmani? Are you and your husband alright?"

"Yes. We are well. We have remained in our bedroom. Is there anything 
that we can do to help you?" Dr. Osmani asked cautiously..

"The best thing you can do right now is to stay together. One of us will 
come and get you once we've figured this thing out." Alana said 
confidently.

"Please, just let us know if there is any way that we can be of help." Dr. 
Osmani said grimly.

"Yes. And you call us if there's anything we can do for you." Alana said 
seriously.

* * * * *

"What do we do, now?" Van asked in a whisper.

"I don't know what we can do." Derek answered honestly.

"The door's back." Charity said cautiously.

"What's it doing over there?" Van asked anxiously.

After a long moment of silence, Derek quietly said, "It's teasing us."

"Should we open it and see where it goes?" Kerry asked quietly.

"On the list of really stupid, bad ideas, I think that's probably pretty close 
to the top." Derek said frankly.

"Our only other choice is to stay here." Kerry said frankly.

"Actually, I have no problem with that." Derek said honestly.

"It's gone." Van said suddenly.



Everyone turned in unison to see that the door that had been there a 
moment before was now conspicuously absent.

"What kind of a funhouse have we gotten ourselves into, here?" Charity 
asked as she cautiously looked around.

"Why? Are you having fun?" Derek asked with weak humor.

"One of these days I'm going to hurt you. You know that, don't you?" Charity 
asked dryly.

"Mrs. Batton kept saying how everything she was seeing was lies." Kerry said
thoughtfully.

"Yeah. She said that the smell was the truth, but the ghosts and most of 
everything else was lies." Van confirmed.

"What are you thinking, Kerry?" Charity asked curiously.

"I think that Alana must have been onto something. She must have been 
getting too close to the truth, so the demon, or whatever it is, started 
switching things up to stop her... or maybe to distract us." Kerry said 
thoughtfully.

"Alana. Kerry thinks that all of this is happening to distract us." Derek said 
seriously into the walkie-talkie.

Everyone waited for a moment for the response, but there was none.

"Guys." Van said in a shaky voice, then held up his hand, which was now 
holding a walkie-talkie.

Kerry checked his belt and found that his own walkie-talkie was still there.

"Alana was about to call someone. Do you know who that might have been?"
Kerry asked thoughtfully.

"I don't know. I guess it depends on what she was trying to do." Derek said 
frankly.



"Alana. Kerry thinks that all of this is happening to distract us." Derek's 
voice said from Van's walkie-talkie.

Van stared at it for a moment, then cautiously walked to set the walkie-
talkie on the dining room table.

"Don't let yourselves get distracted. If we weren't close to figuring 
something out, it probably wouldn't be going to all this trouble." Kerry said 
firmly.

"Yeah. Well, I guess if Alana were going to call someone, it would probably 
be either an exorcist or a demonologist." Derek said thoughtfully.

"Right. If we can figure out which one, then maybe we can find a way to 
contact them ourselves." Charity said slowly.

"Why not just call them both?" Van asked curiously.

Derek and Charity looked at him with surprise at the suggestion.

"I'm sure my parents wouldn't mind paying extra for whichever one we don't
need. In fact, I'm okay with dipping into my college fund if it'll make this 
stop." Van said frankly.

"It won't come to that, but thanks." Derek said as he started typing on the 
laptop before him.

After a few seconds, he stopped and said, "Imagine that, the battery is 
dead."

"We'll find a power cord for you." Kerry said as he walked to the nearest 
pile of computer equipment debris along the wall and started digging.

Derek nodded, then started working his way through other pieces of 
equipment, searching for cords, batteries or a working laptop.

"The door's back." Van said slowly.

"Ignore it. This is where we need to be, right now." Kerry said as he 
continued to dig.



"Um, I need to go to the bathroom." Van said shyly.

"Actually, if there's a bathroom on the other side of that door, I could really
stand to go, too." Charity said regretfully.

Kerry let out a slight indignant huff, then said, "Do you see that ficus over 
there? That's our bathroom. If neither of you can hold it... you'll do what 
you have to do."

Charity and Van looked at Kerry with matching looks of horror at the 
suggestion.

"The only way anyone is walking through that door is if we all walk through 
it with you." Kerry said firmly.

"Alana. Kerry thinks that all of this is happening to distract us." Derek's 
voice sounded from the walkie-talkie on the dining room table, again.

"That's really disturbing." Derek said anxiously.

"I'm sure that's the point." Kerry said flatly.

Suddenly, from the dead laptop on the table, a gruff voice said, "I'll see you
in hell, little girl. Wear something nasty."

As everyone watched, a little puff of smoke wafted up from the keyboard.

Derek looked to Charity and seemed to be about to say something, but 
before he could, she pointed at him and said, "Don't."

Derek broke into a smile, then went back to work, digging through the 
computer salvage at the edge of the room.

"Do you think we should chance trying my cellphone?" Kerry asked 
cautiously.

"I have mine. But after what happened with Alana's, I'm a little hesitant to 
do that." Derek said honestly.



"But think about it. That was incoming. This will be outgoing, so it might 
work. Besides, the cellphones aren't doing us any good if we're afraid to use
them." Kerry said frankly.

"Okay." Derek said, then added, "But I'm using speaker."

"Good call." Kerry said with a nod.

* * * * *

Everyone gathered around as Derek selected the proper number from his 
list of contacts.

"Hello?"

"Christoph, it's Derek. Listen, we're at 13th and Elm and we've got a really 
nasty..." Derek was saying when the smoke started rising from the 
cellphone. A moment later, the back of the phone was beginning to melt to 
the table.

"Do you think he got the message?" Charity asked nervously.

"We can hope." Derek said frankly.

"What else can we do?" Van asked quietly.

"How many phones do we have left?" Derek asked seriously.

"I've got one." Kerry said immediately.

"Me, too." Charity said firmly.

"Good. Let's give Christoph some time and if he doesn't show up in... let's 
say, an hour, then we can try calling someone else." Derek said decisively.

"But what do we do when he gets here? How do we answer the front door?" 
Van asked cautiously.

"If there even is a front door." Kerry added.



"Good point." Derek said simply, then continued, "And I guess, with the way 
things are, that one room is pretty much like another."

"So do you want to try door number one, or door number two?" Charity 
asked seriously.

Everyone turned to find that there were now two doors on the same wall at
opposite ends of the room.

"Maybe we should split up." Derek said cautiously.

"Absolutely not." Kerry and Van said in unison, then looked at each other 
and grinned.

"Go ahead and grab anything you think that we might need, because there's
a good chance that we won't be coming back here." Derek said seriously.

"Alana. Kerry thinks that all of this is happening to distract us." Derek's 
voice said from the walkie-talkie sitting on the table.

Kerry looked at Van and quietly said, "Leave that here."

Van nodded his wholehearted agreement.

* * * * *

"Here we go." Derek said as he opened the door that he had initially used to
enter the room.

"What room is this?" Charity asked as she stepped through.

"This is my room." Van said with surprise.

"Where's the camera?" Derek asked cautiously.

"What do you mean?" Van asked curiously.

"I set a camera up in here, focused on the closet. It's gone." Derek said 
carefully.

"Is there some kind of a timeslip going on, maybe?" Kerry asked uncertainly.



"So this might be earlier or later in the night?" Derek asked uncertainly.

"Or it might all be some kind of illusion." Charity offered.

"It doesn't matter. This isn't getting us any closer to the front door. If there's
any kind of logic to this, then our only chance is to keep moving." Kerry 
said seriously.

"Right. I guess there's only one choice of door, this time." Derek said with 
resignation.

"There's the closet, too." Charity offered.

"No." Kerry and Van both said firmly.

"Just asking." Charity said as she raised her hands in surrender.

"Come on." Derek said with a grin, then opened the bedroom door.

* * * * *

"I'm guessing from the decor that this is Malika's room." Kerry said as he 
looked around.

"Yeah." Van said anxiously.

"The camera's missing from in here, too." Derek said absently.

"So, what are our options?" Charity asked as she looked around.

"Go back through the door, or don't." Kerry said frankly.

"Stay together or don't." Derek added.

"I can't see any advantage to splitting up, or to staying here." Kerry said 
honestly.

"I can't really see much advantage to us continuing on, either." Charity said 
frankly.



"There's always the chance that when we go back through that we'll end up 
at the front door." Derek said weakly, obviously not believing it himself.

"There really isn't a choice." Kerry said as he walked back to the door that 
they had entered through.

* * * * *

"Not good." Kerry said as soon as he recognized their surroundings.

"Basement, huh?" Derek asked as he looked around.

"Yeah. And Alana already said that the stairway was missing." Kerry said 
nervously.

"If the door's still there, we might still be able to find a way to make it 
work." Derek said cautiously.

"Let's try over here." Van said quietly.

"What's over there?" Kerry asked curiously.

"Well, if it's the same as it was, there should be a door." Van said seriously.

"Lead the way." Kerry said decisively, then thought to ask, "Where does this 
door go?"

"Nowhere. It's like a little closet thing, where they kept canning jars." Van 
said quietly.

"Alana! Are you down here?" Charity called out.

"I think it's safe to say that she isn't." Derek said frankly.

"This is wrong." Van said as he stopped.

"What's that?" Kerry asked with concern.

"This is where the door should be. It's gone." Van said frankly.

"Then I guess that we should keep moving." Kerry said uncertainly.



"No." Derek said firmly.

"Why not?" Kerry asked curiously.

"Because, when we stayed in one place, back in the dining room, the doors 
kept coming and going. If there's 'supposed' to be a door here, then maybe 
we should just wait here for a few minutes for it to show up." Derek said 
thoughtfully.

"Yeah. I guess that makes sense." Kerry said cautiously.

"And there it is." Charity said with a smile.

"Let's get it before it takes off again." Derek said as he led the way.

"Stick close, Van." Kerry said before following.

* * * * *

"What the actual FUCK is going on here?" Derek asked indignantly as he 
stepped back into the dining room.

Every bit of equipment that had been broken and battered, laying around 
the room, was now back in it's proper place, seemingly in pristine 
condition.

"Check to see if you have an Internet connection and if the camera feeds 
are working." Kerry said quickly.

"Yeah." Derek said with distraction as he moved around the table and sat 
down.

"Don't we need to be searching for the front door?" Charity asked quietly.

"Let me see what we've got here." Derek said carefully, then froze in place.

"What is it?" Kerry asked with immediate concern.

"It's us. This is the live feed and I can see us walking in the upstairs hall." 
Derek said distantly.



"Alana, this is Kerry. What's your location?" Kerry asked firmly.

"I'm in Mr. and Dr. Osmani's room. Is something wrong?" Alana asked 
cautiously.

"Yes. Something's very wrong. There's too much to explain on the radio." 
Kerry said honestly.

"Are you in the command center?" Alana asked carefully.

"Yes. Derek, Charity and Van are with me." Kerry said seriously.

"I'll be right down." Alana said firmly.

"This isn't right." Kerry said quietly.

"Gee whiz, Captain Obvious, do ya think so?" Derek asked with a roll of his 
eyes.

"What about the Internet, did you have any luck with that?" Kerry asked 
thoughtfully.

"No. No connection." Derek answered simply.

"What about the computer time? Is it right?" Kerry asked curiously.

Derek looked at his watch, then at the laptop before saying, "It seems to 
be."

"Alana. Kerry thinks that all of this is happening to distract us." Derek's 
voice sounded from the walkie-talkie in Van's hand.

"When did you pick that back up?" Kerry asked curiously.

"I didn't. I just all of a sudden... had it... again." Van said as he set the 
walkie-talkie on the dining room table.

"We're being misled. This different time or dimension or illusion or 
whatever it is seems to be trying to divert us from reaching the front door."
Kerry said honestly.



"But we have to stay here in case Alana can find her way back here." Derek 
said in a conflicted tone.

"Which Alana? And which here?" Kerry asked with frustration.

"Who's up for trying door number two?" Charity asked seriously.

"Let's do it." Derek said as he got up from behind the computers.

Charity and Derek walked through the door, side by side, followed 
immediately by Kerry and Van.

* * * * *

"Welcome back." Charity said tiredly as she looked around Van's room, yet 
again.

"We're just going around in circles." Van said wearily.

"Does anyone want to try the closet door, this time?" Derek asked 
unenthusiastically.

"What do you say, Van? Are you up to it?" Kerry asked quietly.

"Yeah. Why not?" Van answered tiredly.

Derek opened the closet door, then as a group, they stepped into darkness.

* * * * *

"Ow! Someone turn a light on!" Kerry said quickly as he rubbed his head.

Two different flashlights turned on at the same time.

"Where are we?" Derek asked as he looked around the stuffy, confined 
space.

"I think this is the attic." Van said uncertainly.

"Do you know the way out?" Kerry asked hopefully.



"Um, let me see. I'm turned around, here. Um, yeah. I think there's a door 
over there that leads to a stairway." Van said as he pointed.

"Go ahead. We're right behind you." Kerry said encouragingly.

"Everyone. Watch your step. If you fall through this floor, I can't imagine 
where you might end up." Derek said frankly.

No one seemed to have the will to dispute his words as they followed Van 
on the walkway of wooden planks.

* * * * *

"Well, it was supposed to lead to the stairs." Van said as he looked around 
the kitchen.

"This is progress. We have an external exit and a phone." Kerry said as he 
quickly surveyed their surroundings.

Charity walked to the phone and picked it up.

Rather than receiving a dial tone, an angry man's voice bellowed, "YOU'RE 
ALL GOING TO DIE!!!"

"Yeah. You already said that. Do you think you could either let us out or at 
least give us a door that leads to a bathroom?" Charity asked hopefully.

She listened for a moment, careful not to bring the phone too close to her 
ear, and heard no response.

After clicking the cradle a few times and receiving no dial tone, she finally 
gave up.

"Does anyone want to give the back door a try?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"I'm all for jumping out a window, at this point." Derek said honestly.

"Maybe on our next pass through the kitchen." Kerry said wearily.

"Kerry, your food. It's not here." Van said suddenly.



"Check the refrigerator. See if the food that you took out is missing." Kerry 
said quickly.

Van cautiously walked to the refrigerator and peeked inside before saying, 
"No. It's still there, just like it was before."

"Let's just stop for a minute. This is getting us nowhere." Kerry said 
seriously.

"I doubt that stopping will get us anywhere, either." Derek said frankly.

"Van, when we were in your room, the camera was missing. Did you notice 
anything else being out of place?" Kerry asked thoughtfully.

"No. It was the same as it always is." Van said cautiously.

"Derek, when we went to the dining room the last time, did you notice 
anything missing or out of place?"

"You mean, besides the doors?"

"Yeah. Besides that." Kerry confirmed.

"No. I think everything was there." Derek said slowly.

"And when we talked to Alana on the radio the last time, she had no idea 
what we were talking about." Kerry said slowly.

"Yeah. So?" Derek asked impatiently.

"To us, it looks like something's wrong with reality. But I think whatever's 
going on is really happening to us. Maybe we're unconscious or asleep or in 
a trance or something. We might even be physically here, but that would 
mean that 'here' is an alternate reality, and whenever it changes, it resets 
back to a point in 'real' reality." Kerry said carefully.

"As crazy as that sounds, it's not even in the top ten craziest things that 
have happened today. Go on." Charity said seriously.



"If we're trapped inside this thing, how do we end the illusion, break the 
spell, or get back to our own plane of existence?" Kerry asked as he looked 
around.

There was a long moment of silence, until Van quietly said, "Mrs. Batton 
kept saying that everything was false. All of it was a lie. The only thing she 
talked about being real was the smell."

"Draw in the light. Let it surround you." Kerry said distantly.

"What?" Charity asked slowly.

"When Mrs. Batton and Max got here, that's what she told Max to do to 
protect himself. She said something about 'attuning' or 'acclimating' so that 
they could see past the lies." Kerry said thoughtfully.

"It sounds like a bunch of hippie crap to me, but, what the hell, I'll give it a
try. What do we have to do?" Charity asked casually.

"Close your eyes and draw in the light. Gather it around you. Let it 
surround you and protect you." Kerry said calmly.

"Are you going to try to uncramp my chakras and smooth out my aura, 
while you're at it?" Charity asked with a grin.

"Just close your eyes and pretend you're a glowstick." Kerry said with 
playful aggravation, then looked around the table and said, "Let's join 
hands and all try this together."

They were silent for a moment, then Charity quietly began singing, 
"Kumbaya my Lord, kumbaya."

Derek released her hand long enough to swat her playfully on the shoulder.

"Draw in the light. Let it surround you and protect you. Let the lies fade in 
the light of truth..."

* * * * *

"What do you mean? Who summoned what?" Alana asked quickly.



"It's impossible to say, at this point. There's too much darkness, too many 
lies." Mrs. Batton said seriously, then glanced at Derek, Charity, Kerry and 
Van as she continued, "But I'm sure that you'll be able to see past the lies, 
to what's beneath."

"Thank you for coming, Mrs. Batton. I can't tell you how much we 
appreciate it." Alana said sincerely.

"That's alright, Dear. I think I know." Mrs. Batton said with a smile as she 
and Max walked out of the house and to her car.

After seeing them off, Alana walked back into the house and said, "If you'll 
wait down here for me, I need to go upstairs and talk to Mr. and Dr. Osmani
about bringing in an exorcist to release their possessions so that the 
medicine will have a chance to work. Normally I'd wait for the second night
of the investigation to call in a professional, after we had completed the 
evidence review. But this time, I don't think that we can afford to wait."

"We'll see you in the dining room, when you're done." Kerry said quietly.

* * * * *

"You guys remember the same thing I do, don't you?" Charity asked when 
they were alone in the dining room.

"Doorways moving and disappearing?" Kerry asked cautiously.

Charity slowly nodded, as she looked at Kerry and Van anxiously.

"Alana. Kerry thinks that all of this is happening to distract us." Derek's 
voice sounded from a walkie-talkie on the dining room table.

The room fell silent.

Charity looked around anxiously as a shiver of dread ran up her spine. Then
she spotted Derek on the far side of the room with another walkie-talkie in 
his hands and nearly doubled over with laughter.

"You asshole!" Charity screamed.



"Everything's okay." Kerry chuckled as he walked to Van and put an arm 
around him.

"Yeah. I think it's going to be." Van said as he enjoyed the show of 
affection.



Chapter 6 - The Time of Need

"Mr. and Dr. Osmani have given their approval for us to call an exorcist." 
Alana announced as she walked into the dining room.

Looks went around the room. Everyone was silently asking if they should 
tell Alana about what they'd just been through.

Finally it was Charity who said, "The four of us have just been through a 
mass delusion."

Alana was startled by the announcement, and cautiously asked, "What are 
you talking about?"

Derek looked up from his work, trying to salvage what he could of their 
equipment and said, "We've been wandering around this house for hours, 
lost in a maze of rooms that didn't connect and doorways that went to the 
wrong places."

"When we finally snapped out of it, we were back in the entry hall, talking 
with you and Mrs. Batton." Kerry added uncertainly.

"So this entity was able to put you into a shared dream state?" Alana asked 
slowly.

"Yes. It wasn't until Kerry remembered what Mrs. Batton had said about 
seeing past the lies that we were able to throw off the illusion." Charity 
said seriously.

Alana thought about that for a moment, then shook her head dismissively.

"We can't let that distract us. Time is too precious for us to be wasting it." 
Alana said firmly, then turned to Derek and said, "I need for you to call 
Merryl and ask her to come over as quickly as possible."

"I think we should call Christoph and Father Francis, too. This thing is too 
big and nasty for us to deal with on our own." Derek said frankly.

"I'd really like for us to pin down what we're dealing with before calling in 
anymore outside help." Alana said honestly.



"I'd like that, too." Charity said seriously, then added, "But this thing is too 
big and powerful for that. We need to call for the help that we need while 
we still can."

"It just swept four of us up into an illusion and we were barely able to 
break out of it. If it gathers its strength and does that again, we might not 
be strong enough to find our way back." Kerry said frankly.

After a moment to consider, Alana quietly said, "Call them."

Derek immediately took out his cellphone, relieved to find that it wasn't 
melted, as he remembered.

"While we're waiting on them to arrive, I suppose that we should do our 
best to gather whatever evidence that we've been able to collect so that 
we can present it to them. Even if we don't have all the answers, we can 
still do our best to provide as many clues for them as possible." Alana said 
thoughtfully.

A sudden ::thunk:: caused everyone to turn at once to find a small hatchet 
embedded in the table, right beside Charity.

"Check yourself." Kerry said immediately.

When she looked at Kerry with question, he explained, "Just about every 
time we've seen one of these weapons appear, it's been followed by one of 
us getting a fresh wound."

"Oh, no." Charity gasped as she began patting herself down, searching for 
any sign of injury.

"I'll help you." Alana said in a weak voice.

"We should check, too." Van said from Kerry's side.

"Right." Kerry agreed.

Charity gasped as she located a freshly opened wound on her hip, just 
above her waistline.

"Let me check your back." Van said in a rush.



"Thanks." Kerry said as he raised his shirt.

"You're clear." Van said seriously.

Kerry turned to find Van turning away and raising his shirt.

After a brief inspection, Kerry said, "You're fine, too."

"It's trying to distract us." Charity said in a warning tone.

"Yeah. It's doing a pretty good job of it." Derek said frankly, then turned his 
attention back to his cellphone, "Oh, hi Ash, is Merryl available? We're on a 
case and it looks like we're going to need her services."

"I need to get Dr. Osmani to look at this." Alana said anxiously.

"I think she needs to be with her husband right now. I'll get the first aid kit 
and take care of it." Kerry said decisively.

Alana seemed to be about to object, but finally simply nodded in his 
direction.

"Do you want to come with me?" Kerry asked Van with a quick smile.

"Yeah." Van whispered, then with one last concerned look back at Charity, 
followed Kerry out of the dining room.

* * * * *

"It sure is nice to have the dining room connecting to the hallway again." 
Kerry said with a smile as they hurried toward the front door.

"I think I'm more scared than I've ever been." Van whispered nervously.

"If it's too much, I can call my wife and she can come and get you. You've 
been incredible and helped us out a lot, but you don't have to stay. Alana's 
calling in the experts, so there's probably not going to be much for the rest 
of us to do." Kerry was saying as they walked out the front door.

"No. I'll stay. As long as I'm here with you, I know that I'll be okay. Besides, I
want to see how they get rid of this thing." Van said honestly.



Kerry walked to the curb, then stopped when he realized what he'd 
forgotten.

"What's wrong?" Van asked cautiously.

"I forgot to get the keys." Kerry quietly admitted.

"I'll go get them." Van said immediately.

"No. None of us goes anywhere alone." Kerry said firmly.

Van looked back at him with question.

"I'm not going to let anything happen to you." Kerry said as he looked into 
Van's eyes, then continued, "Let's go."

* * * * *

As Kerry and Van walked into the dining room, they found Derek talking on 
his cellphone while Alana was kneeling beside Charity, carefully inspecting 
the wound on her hip.

"I forgot the keys." Kerry quietly admitted.

Alana fished in her pocket, then tossed her set of keys at Kerry.

"Is she okay?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"Get the first aid kit." Alana said as she spared Kerry an anxious glance.

"On its way." Kerry assured her, then hurried out of the room with Van at his
side.

* * * * *

Once Kerry and Van had collected the first aid kit and delivered it to Alana,
they stood back while Alana disinfected and dressed Charity's injury.

Derek had been on the phone the whole time, but neither paid attention to
what he was saying on his side of the conversation.



"Good news." Derek finally said as he put his cellphone away.

"We could use some." Charity said frankly.

"I talked to Merryl, Christoph, and Father Francis. They're all on their way 
over here." Derek said happily.

"Thank you." Alana said with a smile of weary relief.

"I guess we'd better get this place cleaned up, if we're going to be having 
company." Derek said as he looked around at the chaotic mess of 
electronics.

"If you'll tell us what to do, we'll help." Kerry said immediately.

"I was hoping you'd say that." Derek said with a smile, then pointed at a 
stack of damaged equipment and said, "All of that can go in the back of the
van."

"You up to it?" Kerry asked the teenager at his side.

"Let's do it." Van said seriously.

* * * * *

"Are you okay to continue? We can call Max to come and get you if you don't
feel like going on." Alana asked Charity cautiously.

"No. I'm good." Charity assured her, then added, "Besides, I want to be 
here, just in case there's a chance for me to get some payback."

"That's the Charity we all know and love." Derek said from his place at the 
dining room table, a few feet away.

"How are things going with the tech?" Alana asked as she reluctantly left 
Charity's side.

"I've been able to get the wireless feeds back up. Nothing seems to be going
on, out there." Derek said as he gestured toward the monitor, then added, 
"We lost two of the external hard drives. I won't know until we get back to 



the office if they're a total loss, but either way, it looks like the internal 
drives on the laptops have a copy of everything we need."

"Good." Alana said with an approving nod.

"Unless you have some plan that I don't know about, we should probably 
start breaking down the cameras and collecting the DVRs. Depending on 
how things go, there might not be a good time to do it later." Derek said 
frankly.

"Yes. Let's do that. We don't have much time." Alana said decisively.

"Do you want to wait here while we get the cameras?" Derek asked Charity 
cautiously.

"You're not leaving me here, alone." Charity said firmly.

Derek smiled at the response, then said, "Good idea."

* * * * *

Alana, Charity and Derek went about the business of gathering cameras 
upstairs while Kerry and Van retrieved those on the ground floor.

"Do you know what's about to happen?" Van asked quietly as they worked 
together to put one of the cameras back into its messenger bag.

"Are you asking me if I'm clairvoyant?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"No! I'm asking about the people that they called in. What are they going to
do?" Van asked with a smile.

"Oh? I really don't know." Kerry said honestly, then added, "I know Father 
Francis. He helped out at my house, when we were having a problem. He's 
a priest. He does blessings and stuff like that."

"Do you think that'll help?" Van asked cautiously.

Kerry looked around, verifying that they'd collected everything that they 
needed to, then motioned for them to start walking before responding, 
"From the way Alana and the others talked about it, I get the feeling that 



Father Francis is kind of a 'jack of all trades' for spiritual stuff. He's good at
a lot of things and is able to help a lot of people. But when it's something 
really big and complicated, we need an 'expert' to deal with it."

"Look." Van whispered as he pointed at a weapon that looked like a cross 
between an axe and a spear, deeply imbedded in the floor of the hallway, 
just outside the dining room door.

"Ignore it." Kerry said as he continued past it, toward the front door.

* * * * *

"Your ghost is really starting to piss me off." Kerry said frankly as they stood
outside the van.

"What's wrong?" Van asked with concern.

"The keys are missing." Kerry said frankly.

Van patted his pockets and was surprised to find Alana's ring of keys.

"I really hope that we can get things put right for you and your family. I 
hate things being like this." Kerry said honestly as he opened the back of 
the van and started loading the messenger bags inside.

"I guess it's been going bad for a long time. But until it got so bad that we 
couldn't ignore it, that's just the way we lived." Van said frankly.

Kerry slammed the back door, then checked to verify that it was locked 
before starting to walk back toward the house.

"Do you think Malika's okay?" Van asked cautiously.

"She's fine. If there were any problem at all, Toni or Lorra would have 
called me right away." Kerry assured him.

"It's good that you trust your daughter, like that." Van said quietly.

"She's a good kid. But she's also been studying like crazy trying to learn 
everything she can about the paranormal so that she can join the team 
when she's old enough." Kerry said proudly.



"Are you okay with that?" Van asked cautiously.

"Not entirely, but she has to be free to make her own decisions. And, if 
she's determined to do paranormal research, I'd rather that she take the 
time and put in the effort to learn everything that she can about it." Kerry 
said as they walked into the house, then added, "I'd have a lot more of a 
problem with it if she were just dabbling and not putting in the work to do 
it right."

"She's lucky to have you as a dad." Van said thoughtfully.

Kerry slung a casual arm around Van's shoulders as he said, "I may not be 
your dad, but I can still help you and be there for you when you need me."

"Yeah." Van said quietly as he timidly put his arm around Kerry's waist and 
briefly returned the hug.

* * * * *

When they walked into the dining room, Kerry patted his pockets, then 
held out his hand, palm up, to Van.

"What?" Van asked curiously.

"Do you have the keys, again?" Kerry asked with a smile.

Van quickly patted his pockets, then retrieved the keys and handed them to
Kerry.

"Here are your keys. But if they turn up missing, check Van's pockets. They 
seem to like to hide there." Kerry said playfully as he handed the ring of 
keys to Alana.

"What do you mean? Are you talking about apportation?" Alana asked 
cautiously.

"What's that?" Van asked curiously.

"That's things disappearing from one place and appearing in another." Kerry 
explained to Van, then turned to Alana and answered, "Yes. Things have 
been disappearing around here since we first walked into this house."



"I haven't seen any instances of that." Alana said thoughtfully.

"I just naturally assumed that that was what was happening with all the 
weapons." Kerry said frankly.

"I suppose that it could be apportation." Alana said thoughtfully, then 
continued, "But that begs the question, where are they coming from?"

"The basement." Van said simply.

"What do you mean?" Alana asked suddenly.

"I guess that when we moved in, there was one wall in the living room 
covered with all kinds of weapons. I don't know where my parents put them
when they took them down, but I always figured that that's where the 
weapons were coming from." Van said honestly.

"Do you want us to go to the basement to see if we can find them?" Kerry 
asked cautiously.

"Let's wait for everyone to show up. I'm not sure what difference it would 
make, and there may be other things that need to be done first." Alana said
consideringly.

"Good. I didn't want to go down there, anyway." Van said honestly.

Kerry smiled at the statement and gave Van another quick hug around the 
shoulders.

* * * * *

Van and Kerry ended up carrying the remaining equipment out to the van, 
leaving only the first aid kit and the things they might need to present their
collected evidence to their guests.

A gray SUV pulled up in front of the van and came to a stop.

Two older women and a teenage boy got out and started looking around.

"Is Alana here?" One of the women asked cautiously as she approached.



"Yes. I'm Kerry Hinton and this young man is Van, he lives here. Alana's 
inside, we'll show you where." Kerry said pleasantly as he led the way.

"I'm Merryl Huntsman and this is my wife, Ashley. This young man is our son,
Kyle." Merryl said with a smile at the boy.

"Hunter." The boy corrected firmly.

"Kyle's a perfectly good name, but he refuses to use it." Merryl said 
dramatically.

"My name's really Irfan, but I go by Van. The name Irfan just doesn't feel 
like who I am." Van explained.

"Yeah! That's it! That's how I feel, too!" Hunter said with a smile at Van.

Kerry led the way into the house as he smiled at the fact that Hunter and 
Van seemed to have already found some common ground.

* * * * *

"What have you got for us, Alana? From the way Derek was talking, you've 
got a bad one, here." Merryl asked as she walked into the dining room.

"We do." Alana confirmed, then added, "And I'll understand it if you want 
Ash and Hunter to leave before we begin. This one is nasty."

"You've got my attention. What are we looking at?" Merryl asked firmly.

"We're still waiting on Christoph and Father Francis. But I think we can give 
you a little hint of what we've been facing." Alana said, then rolled up her 
sleeve to reveal a deeply infected wound starting at her wrist and running 
halfway up the inside of her arm.

"Alana! Why didn't you tell me about that?" Kerry asked disbelievingly as he 
automatically picked up the first aid kit.

"It just happened a few minutes ago, while you were out at the van." Alana 
said frankly, then looked to Merryl and Ash and continued, "Whatever we're 
dealing with seems to expand its power by infecting its victims with these 
injuries. Mrs. Batton suggested that each injury is its own low level 



possession, sort of linking us to the... entity, feeding it our spiritual 
energy."

"Hold still." Kerry said as he worked to disinfect the deep gash on her arm.

"So, that's why you're calling on an exorcist?" Merryl speculated.

"Yes. Mrs. Batton also suggested that we shouldn't try to do this ourselves, 
that we should call in a professional." Alana confirmed as Kerry started 
wrapping her forearm with a bandage.

"Yes. Probably a very good idea. If you were being somehow influenced by 
the possession, the demon might be able to cause you to interrupt the 
exorcism at a crucial point." Merryl said seriously.

A loud ::whump:: sounded as a dagger appeared, sticking out of the wall, 
right beside Van.

"It's been doing that, a lot. And usually one of us has a fresh injury right 
after that happens." Derek explained.

Most of the members of their group started doing self-inspections to see if 
they'd received any new wounds.

"It's me." Kerry finally said as a bloody spot appeared on the upper arm of 
his shirt, near the shoulder.

"Let me help you." Van said as he hurried immediately to Kerry's side.

"Where do you want to start?" Merryl asked seriously.

"I think we should begin with Mr. Osmani, upstairs. His feet are so infected 
that he can't walk, anymore." Alana said decisively.

"Shouldn't we do one of us, first? Just so we can see how it works?" Charity 
asked cautiously.

"Yeah. If this thing puts up a fight, we don't want it to attack the weakest 
one of us. We need to know what to expect." Derek interjected as he 
watched Van helping Kerry to remove his shirt.



"That might be best." Merryl said consideringly.

"You can do me, if you want. Mine's fresh, so it shouldn't be too deeply 
rooted. And if it knocks me out or something, you guys can keep on going 
without me." Charity said bravely.

Ash stared at Kerry as his undershirt was raised. The patch of angry boils on
his stomach were emitting a putrid odor and appeared to be ready to burst.

"Ash, Hunter, we need to get the supplies in from the car." Merryl said 
decisively.

Both Ashley and Hunter had to fight to look away from the fresh horror 
being revealed as Van pulled the tee shirt off over Kerry's head.

"This isn't too bad." Van said as he inspected the wound.

"We're almost out of antiseptic." Kerry warned Van as he picked up the tube
from the first aid kit.

"Don't worry. Mom's got a truckload of that stuff, upstairs." Van assured him 
as he applied the ointment.

* * * * *

"Are we ready to begin?" Merryl asked as she looked around the dining 
room.

"Just tell me what I need to do." Charity said bravely.

"If this truly is a form of demonic possession, then I'll need to exorcise and 
inviolate each of the wounds in turn. Do you have any other incursions?" 
Merryl asked carefully.

"Um... No. I don't think so." Charity said uncertainly.

"We need to be sure." Merryl said firmly.

"I can help her with that." Alana said as she knelt at Charity's side.

* * * * *



"There. I think that's it." Van said as he taped the gauze bandage into 
place.

"Thank you, Van." Kerry said appreciatively.

"Let me help you put this back on." Van said as he picked up Kerry's tee 
shirt.

"Leave that off. It's been rubbing my stomach." Kerry said frankly.

Van set the tee shirt aside, then helped Kerry put on his button up shirt.

"I think we got everything." Hunter said as he led the way into the dining 
room, carrying an armload of boxes.

"I've just realized that some of what I might have to do may be 
embarrassing for Charity. When I begin, I'm going to ask all the men to 
leave the room." Merryl said firmly as she took the first box from Hunter 
and opened it.

"Where do you want us to go?" Hunter asked his mother cautiously.

"Do you want for us to go to the basement to see if we can find where the 
weapons are coming from?" Van asked cautiously.

Alana thought for a moment, then carefully said, "Only if all of you go. And 
at the first sign of trouble, I want you to drop everything and come right 
back up here."

"Are you alright to go?" Van asked Kerry quietly.

"Yeah. I'm fine." Kerry assured him.

"Everybody, make sure that you've got your walkie-talkies." Alana said 
firmly.

"Except Van. We had enough of that, earlier." Kerry said with a gentle, 
teasing smile at him.

"It wasn't my idea! The radio just kept appearing in my hand." Van said in 
his defense.



"Call us if there's any problem." Derek said as he moved toward the door.

"Count on it." Alana assured him.

::Whoomp!:: 

"Ow!" Derek exclaimed as he grabbed his side.

"What happened?" Van asked as he grabbed Derek to steady him, since he 
looked like he was about to fall over.

"Mom?" Hunter asked in a trembling voice as he looked at the bush axe 
embedded in the floor, inches from his left foot.

"I think that means that it doesn't want you to go." Merryl said frankly, then
looked her son in the eyes and added, "You're sixteen. You decide what 
you're going to do next. Whatever you decide, I'll support you."

"You know, sometimes it'd be great if you just told me what to do." Hunter 
said indignantly as he continued to stare at the weapon.

"Get out of here so that I can work." Merryl said with a smile at her son.

Kerry picked up the first aid kit, then walked with Van, Derek and Hunter, 
out of the room.

* * * * *

"Are you alright?" Kerry asked as he examined the infected tear on Derek's 
side.

"Honestly, I've been better." Derek said in a pained voice.

"Do you want us to go downstairs and start while you're doing that?" Van 
asked cautiously.

"Absolutely not." Kerry said without diverting his attention from his work 
for an instant.

Van smiled at the answer, then looked to Hunter and said, "You don't have 
to do this. You can leave, if you want to."



"The only way I'll leave is if you guys leave, too." Hunter said seriously.

"I probably would, but my mom and dad are both upstairs. They're really 
sick, and getting worse. This is the only thing that I can think of that might 
help them, so I've got to do it." Van said honestly.

"Then I'll help you to help them." Hunter said confidently.

"How's that?" Kerry asked as he stepped back.

"I'll be okay. It's not too deep." Derek said consideringly.

"We'd better get this over with, soon. The first aid kit is out of bandages, 
gauze pads, tape and antiseptic." Kerry said as he set the mostly empty 
first aid kit aside.

"My mom's got all that stuff, if you need it." Van assured him.

"So, are we all okay with going to the basement, now?" Kerry asked 
cautiously as he looked around.

"To be honest, I can think of a few things that I'd rather be doing." Derek 
said wearily, then continued, "But, since we're here..."

Kerry smiled at the words, then bravely took the first steps toward the 
basement doorway.

* * * * *

"If something happens that doors start disappearing or the rooms start 
rearranging themselves, just close your eyes and surround yourself with 
light. When you do that, you can see through the lies that this thing puts 
out." Van told Hunter as they walked down the stairs.

"You mean, it really did that? It moved the doors and switched around the 
rooms?" Hunter asked in amazement.

"Yeah. It was freaky. But now we know how to break out of it, if it does 
that." Van assured him.

"What's that smell?" Hunter asked as he covered his nose.



"Rotting. Disease. Death... something like that." Van said frankly.

"You'll get used to it." Derek added.

"I've seen a lot of freaky stuff, tagging along with my moms on exorcisms 
and stuff, but I don't think any of them were as bad as this." Hunter said 
frankly.

"Welcome to my life." Van said wearily as he turned left, toward where the 
majority of the discarded furnishings were stored.

* * * * *

"What are we looking for?" Hunter asked as everyone started digging 
through boxes.

"Weapons, like that thing that almost chopped your toe off." Van answered 
frankly.

"You think they're down here?" Hunter asked cautiously.

"Yeah. I mean, I guess we could ask my dad, but I really don't want to 
bother him and besides, I doubt that he'd remember where he put one box 
of things from seven or eight years ago." Van said honestly.

"Uh, oh. This isn't good." Derek said as he backed away from a box.

"What'd you find?" Kerry asked with concern.

"A body... I think." Derek said as he covered his mouth and nose.

"Ooh, that's ripe!" Kerry said with a wince at the smell.

"How come no one ever noticed that smell before?" Hunter asked as he 
backed away, fighting the urge to gag.

"It didn't start smelling... until I unwrapped... the altar cloth." Derek said 
between fits of choking.

"Wrap it back up!" Hunter said from several feet away.



"No. Wait. If this was a sacrifice or something, it might be what we need to 
end this." Kerry said in an urging tone.

"How do you figure that?" Derek asked as he took a step forward and tried 
to put the altar cloth back the way he had found it.

"From the research that I've done, there's been a constant theme. If there's 
something from another world that's intruding on this one, then there's a 
'thing' that's making it possible. It can be like a gateway, a conduit or an 
anchor. If we can find out what that thing is and destroy it or bind it, then 
we might send whatever's in this house back to where it came from with no
path for it to return." Kerry said thoughtfully.

"Well, we've got a demonologist on the way over here. If this... whatever... 
is what he needs to make this stop, then he's welcome to it. But, for me, I 
need to get out of here and get some fresh air or I'm going to throw up." 
Derek said seriously.

"I'm with you." Hunter said immediately.

"Yeah, let's go." Kerry said, then looked at Van to be sure that he was 
coming along.

* * * * *

"Do you think that was something really important, or another distraction?" 
Van asked as they stepped out the front door.

"I have no idea, but either way, we're going to need to go back down there 
and see if we can find anything else." Kerry said frankly.

"Why would your father put something like that in your basement?" Hunter 
asked Van curiously.

"He wouldn't. Either he never opened the altar cloth to see what was 
inside, or maybe that's something that wasn't there before, but the ghost 
moved it there for us to find, so that we'd stop looking." Van said 
thoughtfully.

"Do you think a ghost would really do that?" Hunter asked cautiously.



"This one, yes. He's really good at distracting us. He's done all kinds of 
things to throw us off the track." Van said frankly.

"If that's the case, then why do you think that he's always using the 
weapons when he hurts us? Isn't that giving us clues about how to stop 
him?" Derek asked cautiously.

"Maybe he doesn't have a choice." Kerry said thoughtfully.

Derek looked at him with question.

"I'm not sure how it works, but the evidence suggests that for him to hurt 
one of us, he has to pop a weapon in at the same time. The injuries don't 
seem to be related to the weapons, but maybe the... apportation, that 
Alana is talking about is required for him to infect us with his possession." 
Kerry said speculatively.

"Then what about the radio and the keys... and your audio recorder?" Van 
asked fearfully.

"I think that because you're already infected, that he's already here, with 
us, in a sense. So he can do little apportations to mess with us. But to 
infect someone fresh, he can't go through you, he has to do a new 
apportation that sort of draws a direct line from him to the person he's 
infecting." Kerry said thoughtfully.

"How do you know that?" Derek asked cautiously.

"I don't. I'm just trying to put together all the pieces that I've seen and find 
some scenario that makes sense of them." Kerry said frankly.

Derek took in a deep breath of the chilly winter air, then slowly asked, 
"Van, how sure are you that the weapons that we're looking for are in the 
basement?"

Van thought about it for a moment, then quietly admitted, "I'm not sure at 
all. When we moved in, Dad stored stuff in the basement, the attic and out
in the garage. I guess it could be any of those places."

"What are you thinking, Derek?" Kerry asked curiously.



"Just that this all might still be part of the misdirection. It's showing us 
things that we're expecting to see so that we'll go on a wild goosechase." 
Derek said frankly.

"If I get a vote, I say we check the garage. It sounds like the least spooky 
place to start." Hunter interjected.

"I'll have to get the key from my dad. He keeps it locked." Van said quietly.

"I have no problem with that. Let's do it." Kerry said simply.

"Is everyone okay with that?" Derek asked as he looked around.

After receiving nods from the others, Derek led the way back into the 
house.

* * * * *

"Dad?" Van asked cautiously as he walked into his parents' bedroom.

"He's asleep. What did you need?" Dr. Osmani asked quietly.

"The key to the garage. We've figured out that what's happening might be 
from some of the stuff that was here when we moved in. You remember all 
those weapons on the walls, don't you?" Van asked carefully.

"Yes. I hadn't thought about that... why didn't I think about that?" Dr. 
Osmani asked confusedly.

"What's happening may be messing with your mind, making you not think 
about things that might help us." Van said frankly.

"Demonic oppression." Derek said suddenly.

"What's that?" Dr. Osmani asked curiously.

"What Van's saying, he could be right. When a demon gets a hold on you, he
can influence your mind to notice or disregard things. That might be what 
happened." Derek said thoughtfully.

"What did you need, again?" Dr. Osmani asked distractedly.



"The key to the garage." Van said with concern at his mother's mental state.

Dr. Osmani walked to the dresser and picked up a set of keys. As she 
handed them to her son, she quietly said, "I don't know which one it is."

"We'll figure it out." Van assured her then, on impulse, gave his mother a 
quick hug.

She gasped in pain as his arms went around her.

"Are you alright?" Van said as he quickly backed away.

"No." Dr. Osmani said simply, then went back to her husband's bedside.

* * * * *

"Do we want to stop in and check on the girls before we do this?" Derek 
asked as they walked down the stairs.

"They haven't given the 'all clear', yet. I wouldn't want to interrupt." Kerry 
said frankly.

"Good point." Derek said simply, then turned to Van and asked, "Which 
way?"

"Let's go out the kitchen door." Van said as they approached the bottom of 
the stairs.

"Which way is that?" Derek asked as he stopped and looked around.

"Over... I don't know." Van said in puzzlement.

"Guys. What's wrong?" Hunter asked with concern.

"I can't remember where the kitchen is." Van said helplessly.

"We were just there a little while ago." Kerry said as he was obviously also 
struggling.

"It sounds like the demon is confusing you, like you were talking about 
before. How do you stop it?" Hunter asked anxiously.



"Draw in the light. Let it surround you and protect you. Let the lies fade in 
the light of truth." Kerry said distantly.

Hunter looked at the people gathered around them and could see their 
expressions ease as the confusion melted away.

"It's over here." Van finally said.

"Thanks, Kerry." Derek said gratefully.

"Let's just get this done." Kerry said tiredly as he followed.



Chapter 7 - Chains and Garters

"Wow, Van. Your parents never throw ANYTHING away, do they?" Derek 
asked as they walked into the garage.

"No. Not really." Van admitted shyly.

"It could take us a month to go through all of this." Derek said as he looked 
at the boxes stacked nearly to the ceiling.

"There's more storage space up in the rafters, too. The ladder's over there."
Van reluctantly admitted.

"Has your family EVER been able to park their car in here?" Derek asked 
curiously.

"No. Not that I can remember." Van said reluctantly.

"Where do we start?" Hunter asked cautiously.

"Van, do you happen to know which boxes were put in here first?" Kerry 
asked hopefully.

"No. My dad never lets me come in here." Van said quietly.

"We should probably start with what's upstairs, then check the boxes that 
are farthest back and most hidden. What's toward the front is probably the 
newest." Derek said decisively.

"Where's the ladder?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"Back there, I think. I haven't been in here since I was little." Van said as he
pointed.

* * * * *

The lighting in the garage was somewhat dim to begin with. But the stacks 
of boxes served to block the light and make the small pathways between 
the boxes virtually impossible to navigate.



Kerry and Derek both took out their flashlights and started meandering 
through the boxes to find their way to the back.

"Do you think that this is another illusion, or is it really this much of a 
maze?" Derek asked cautiously.

"I think it's just this bad." Kerry answered honestly.

"There it is." Van said as he pointed.

From their vantage point, they could just barely see the ladder between 
two stacks of boxes.

"How do we want to do this? Do we want to split up?" Kerry asked as they 
fought to work their way toward their destination.

"Absolutely not." Van said firmly.

"Right." Kerry agreed, then added, "Good thinking."

* * * * *

Once they arrived at the ladder, Kerry was the first to work up the courage 
to begin the climb upward.

When he reached the top of the ladder, Van started up next, handing the 
flashlight to Kerry as soon as he was within reach.

Derek and Hunter followed in short order.

Kerry turned the flashlight beam to survey his surroundings and was happy 
to find a light hanging from the rafters. When he reached it, he was able to
find the pull string to turn it on.

"Where do we want to start?" Derek asked cautiously.

"At the beginning, which I suppose would be the farthest point from the 
ladder." Kerry said frankly.

"Why am I doing this?" Derek asked himself rhetorically.



"Because, if you don't, the demon that's already marked you will probably 
completely consume you." Kerry said seriously.

"Oh, yeah. That's why." Derek said, then started crawling down the walkway
to begin his search.

* * * * *

"Derek. What's your location?" Alana's voice called over the radio.

"We're in the garage, looking for the weapons stash." Derek answered 
immediately.

"We've finished with Charity. She's doing fine. We're moving up to Mr. and 
Dr. Osmani's room to start on them." Alana said seriously.

"We haven't found anything out here, so we'll probably be going back inside 
in a few minutes." Derek said frankly.

After a moment, Derek keyed the walkie-talkie again and cautiously asked, 
"Charity, are you there?"

"Yes. And I'm fine." Charity responded.

"If you guys get lost, remember to surround yourselves with light and let it 
melt away the lies." Derek said carefully.

"What are you talking about?" Charity asked slowly.

"I'm talking about demonic confusion. Remember what we did before. If you
get lost, it helps." Derek said firmly.

"Got it." Charity said seriously, then added a moment later, "Thanks."

"I don't think there's anything here. I'm not finding anything that might have
been in the house when they moved in." Kerry said seriously.

"Yeah. If I were to guess, I would say that all of this is stuff that they 
brought with them when they moved in." Derek said honestly.



"Does that mean that we can get out of here, now? My fingers are frozen." 
Hunter asked hopefully.

"Yeah. Let's go inside and warm up, then we can decide if we want to try 
the basement again, or the attic." Derek said decisively.

* * * * *

As they slowly climbed down the ladder, Kerry quietly asked, "Did you 
notice that we haven't had any distractions? Nothing's been trying to divert 
our attention."

"Yeah. I was thinking the same thing. If we were on to something, then the 
demon would probably be messing with us." Derek said honestly.

As the group walked out the side door of the garage, they noticed a car 
parked in front of the Osmani house with someone sitting inside.

"That's Christoph." Derek said suddenly, then led the way toward the curb.

* * * * *

"I was just trying to call Alana, but she isn't answering." Christoph said as he
got out of his car.

"Yeah. It got slagged by a demon, earlier tonight." Derek said frankly.

"It sounds rather aggressive."

"Christoph, I think you already know Hunter, I'd like for you to meet Kerry 
Hinton, he works part-time with our team and Van, this is his house. I'm 
working on trying to recruit him, but this demon might end up scaring him 
off."

"What can you tell me about what we'll be facing?" Christoph asked 
seriously as they started walking toward the house.

"It seems to spread its influence by infecting the members of the 
household. Mrs. Batton said that it was a form of low-level possession, 
which also keeps them from healing." Derek said seriously.



"It sounds like a root." Christoph said slowly.

"Mrs. Batton also believes that it's old and that it was summoned." Kerry 
added, hoping that the information would be helpful.

"What manifestations have you experienced?" Christoph asked cautiously as 
they walked into the house.

"Psychic oppression. Apportation of small objects. Apportation of weapons 
when it infects someone. There was a group delusion that included four of 
us. Demonic confusion. Kerry and Van witnessed an apparition a few 
different times." Derek said thoughtfully as he led the way into the dining 
room.

"Where is Alana?" Christoph asked as he looked around.

"The last I heard, she was upstairs with Merryl, trying to exorcise the 
demonic possessions from Mr. Osmani's wounds." Derek said seriously.

"Is there anything else I should know before I begin?" Christoph asked 
quietly.

"The four of us have been trying to track down a cache of weapons that 
were on display in the house when the Osmani family moved in. We've been
distracted and diverted a few times already, but we were just about ready 
to get back to it." Derek said carefully.

"You said that the demon apports a weapon when it inflicts its demonic 
infection on a person, correct?" Christoph asked slowly.

"Yes. Here's one, still stuck in the wall." Derek said frankly.

"Then, very likely, you are on the right track, trying to discover the cache 
of weapons. It's very likely that one of those weapons was used to form the 
conduit, and in so doing, the demon has been forced to utilize the 
properties of that conduit to channel his power." Christoph said 
thoughtfully.

"Then we'd probably better get back to looking." Derek said frankly.



"If you will tell me where Alana is, I'll speak with her for a moment before I 
begin." Christoph said solemnly.

"I'll show you." Van said immediately.

"Thank you, young man." Christoph said with a smile.

"Hunter, will you go with them. I don't want anyone traipsing around this 
house alone." Kerry asked hopefully.

"Sure." Hunter quickly agreed, then followed Christoph and Van out the 
door.

"Attic or basement?" Derek asked Kerry quietly.

"I can think of a thousand things that I would rather do than return to that 
basement, but I really think that's where the answer is." Kerry said 
honestly.

"I was afraid you were going to say that." Derek said with dread.

* * * * *

"You waited for us!" Van said with surprise as he and Hunter walked down 
the stairs.

"We're a team." Kerry said simply.

Van smiled at the answer as he walked to Kerry's side.

"Is everyone ready for this?" Derek asked hesitantly.

"No." Hunter said honestly, then added, "But I'll still do it."

"Your mothers have taught you well." Derek said with a smile as he led the 
way to the basement stairs.

* * * * *

"Oh, gross! Man, your parents really need to get rid of this stuff." Hunter 
said disgustedly.



"What did you find?" Van asked with concern.

"Nineteen seventies decorating stuff. There's a blown glass bedpan, some 
avocado green ceramic tiles with fish handpainted on them... who needs a 
demon when you've got stuff like this in your house?" Hunter said as he 
continued to search through boxes.

"When everything's all better around here, I'll talk to them about getting rid
of this stuff." Van said with a smile.

"What school do you go to? I haven't seen you around." Hunter thought to 
ask, since he had Van's attention.

"The Christian Academy." Van said simply.

"Oh, that's why. My moms wouldn't want me going someplace like that." 
Hunter said honestly.

"Why's that?" Van asked curiously.

"They're Wiccans, so they don't have anything to do with the guy on the 
stick." Hunter said frankly.

"You said that they're Wiccans. What about you?" Van asked curiously.

"I don't know, yet. My moms say that there's no rush for me to decide things
and to take my time. But from all that I've seen when I help them out... I 
don't know. I believe in something, I'm just not sure what, yet." Hunter said
thoughtfully.

"I don't know, either. Let me know when you figure it out." Van said with a 
smile.

"Yeah." Hunter said with a grin.

* * * * *

"Is anyone on the main floor?" Alana asked over the walkie-talkie.

"No. We're all in the basement. Did you need something?" Derek asked 
cautiously.



"There's a knock at the door. I was just wondering if anyone was close to 
it." Alana said simply.

"Do you want us to get it?" Derek asked cautiously.

"No. Charity and I are on our way." Alana answered easily.

"How is Mr. Osmani doing?" Derek asked carefully.

"It's too early to tell. It's not going as easily as it did with Charity, but that
stands to reason. His should be the most difficult." Alana said seriously, 
then quickly added, "Father Francis is here. Call if you need anything."

"We will." Derek said before putting the walkie-talkie back on his belt.

* * * * *

"I think I've got something. Can you help me, here?" Kerry called out.

"I will if I can find you. Where are you?" Derek asked cautiously.

"I'm behind these stacked sofas. I just found a large steamer chest and was 
able to pry it open enough to get a peek inside. This could be it." Kerry said
frankly.

"Boys! Come over here and help me! Kerry might have found it." Derek 
called as he tried to work his way around the end of the sofas.

* * * * *

"Where are you?" Van asked as he stopped where he thought Derek's voice 
had come from.

"Back here." Derek answered.

Hunter walked to Van's side and looked around curiously.

Finally, Van reluctantly said, "I can't see you."



"I can't see you either. But maybe, if you guys can move these sofas out of 
the way, we'll be able to dig down to this chest that Kerry found." Derek 
said seriously.

"I think it's a trick." Hunter said simply.

"Yeah. It's probably a trap." Van agreed.

Derek stretched around the edge of the stacked sofas and asked, "Are you 
guys going to help or not?"

"Do you think the demon is using his corpse as a hand puppet to lure us in?" 
Hunter asked cautiously.

"Could be." Van said slowly.

Derek rolled his eyes, then started climbing.

"I guess we should help him." Hunter finally relented.

"Yeah." Van agreed. They worked their way across stacks of boxes and 
furnishings to help Derek, who was struggling to find his footing.

* * * * *

Once the couches had been relocated a few feet further away, the group 
began to work to move the strange configuration of stacked boxes out of 
their way so that there wouldn't be an avalanche.

"How did you find this one all the way down here under everything else?" 
Van asked cautiously.

"I was looking for boxes big enough to hold the size of weapons that we've 
been seeing." Kerry said simply.

Van and Hunter looked at each other with surprise at the statement.

"What's wrong?" Kerry asked curiously.

"You might have said something about the size of the box that we were 
looking for, before now." Van said slowly.



"I just thought that you'd figure it out like I did." Kerry said simply.

"He has way too much faith in us." Hunter told Van frankly.

Van nodded his agreement.

* * * * *

When they finally cleared away the last of the other boxes, Kerry looked to
Derek and quietly asked, "Should we open it?"

"Yeah." Derek said reluctantly, then turned to Van and Hunter before 
continuing, "You guys should probably stand back. We don't know what this 
thing's going to do."

"This thing got my dad in his bed at the hotel. I don't think it matters how 
close we are." Van said frankly.

"Why do you think it's not trying to distract us or mislead us?" Kerry asked 
Derek cautiously.

"Either we've got the wrong box, or maybe it's got all its attention focused 
on what's happening upstairs." Derek said honestly.

"Do you want me to open it?" Hunter asked cautiously.

"No. I've got it." Kerry said quietly, then reluctantly reached down and 
began to open the lid.

"Oh geeze!" Hunter said as he stepped back.

"Yeah. That's the smell." Van said as he fought not to back away.

Once the lid was fully open, everyone stepped forward to see what was 
inside.

Stacks upon stacks of weapons were piled in a heap inside the giant 
wooden chest.

"Did your dad put these in here?" Hunter asked curiously.



"Yeah. I guess so." Van confirmed.

"This is no way to treat weapons. These things are ancient!" Hunter said 
seriously.

"I guess he thought that they were just junk." Van said frankly.

"Well, if he doesn't want them, give me a few days on ebay and I bet that 
I'll be able to make a bundle off of them. There's a few of my moms' witchy
friends who'd jump at the chance to own some real antique weapons." 
Hunter said seriously.

"Except for whichever one of these is the conduit that the demon's using to 
access this plane of existence. You don't want to be selling that on ebay." 
Derek said frankly.

"We'll just be sure to include a disclaimer." Hunter said simply.

At the combined looks from the others, Hunter said, "Fine! We won't sell 
the demon possessed weapon. But I'm serious about the rest. We could 
make a bundle."

"You can talk to Van's parents about that, once we've got everything else 
settled." Kerry said assuringly.

"So, how can we tell which one of these is the bad one?" Van asked 
curiously.

"I have no idea." Kerry said honestly, then looked at Derek with question.

"We might be able to pick up something with a K2, but since all of these 
are metal, they've probably all got a pretty good dose by this point." Derek 
said honestly.

"Maybe we should get Christoph down here. He might know some kind of a 
trick." Kerry said thoughtfully.

"Yeah. That's probably best. None of us have done a full blessing or 
protection, so we aren't prepared to be handling something like this." 
Derek said decisively.



"I am." Hunter said seriously.

When they all looked at him, he explained, "My moms always make sure 
that we're all blessed and protected before we go into any job. I drank so 
much holy water before we got here that my piss is holy."

"Good to know." Derek said weakly, then continued, "Let's go get Christoph."

"If he's with Alana, we can call him." Kerry said thoughtfully.

"We'll go get him. He'd never be able to find us behind this wall of junk, 
anyway." Hunter said frankly.

"Be careful." Kerry said with an anxious look at Van.

"You, too." Van said with a smile, warmed to the depths of his soul at 
Kerry's concern for him.

* * * * *

As Van and Hunter approached the bedroom, they could hear voices 
talking.

Hunter held his hand up and listened for a moment, then whispered, 
"They're only about halfway done."

Van nodded that he had heard.

Hunter carefully stepped through the doorway. When he spotted Christoph 
standing with the others, surrounding the bed, he made a motion to catch 
his attention, then gestured for him to follow.

"Is there a problem?" Christoph asked in a whisper, so as not to disturb the 
ritual.

"We might have found something. Do you have time to look at it?" Hunter 
asked hopefully as he guided Christoph into the hall.

"I don't often get the chance to witness a pagan exorcism, but I suppose 
that if you've found something, that I should have a look." Christoph said 
cautiously.



"Everyone in this house is probably going to need to get exorcised, so you 
should have plenty of chances." Van said seriously.

"Very well. Then would you like to show me what you've found?" Christoph 
asked calmly.

"Yeah. It's in the basement." Hunter said as he led the way.

* * * * *

"How are things down here?" Van asked as he approached the wall of 
furniture.

"Be careful. Stay back. I think it's noticed us." Kerry warned.

"What happened?" Van asked with concern as he started forging a path 
around the barrier.

"More of the same." Derek said weakly.

When Van saw him, he gasped at the gaping infected wound on Derek's 
neck.

"You might want to stay back." Kerry warned him.

Van did a quick visual inspection of Kerry and realized that he was keeping 
one of his hands hidden behind his back.

"What happened? Are you hurt really bad?" Van asked as he hurried to 
Kerry's side.

"No worse than anyone else." Kerry demurred.

"Let me see." Van said firmly.

When Kerry finally took his hand from behind his back, he revealed that it 
was nearly unrecognizable, deformed beyond all recognition with putrid, 
festering boils.

"Where is it?" Christoph asked as he climbed around the furniture.



"That box." Van said as he absently gestured in that direction.

"We wanted to know if you can figure out which one is the one that we're 
looking for." Hunter explained.

"What am I looking at?" Christoph asked as he approached the large steamer
trunk.

"We sort of figured out that since the demon apports weapons whenever it 
infects someone, that it's probably using a weapon as a portal or a conduit. 
Van said that there were a bunch of weapons down here in the basement 
somewhere, so we went looking for them." Derek said as he tried to stem 
the flow of blood and infectious fluids leaking from his neck.

"That's if this thing is really a demon at all. It's been using all kinds of tricks
to throw us off the track." Kerry said seriously, then added, "We could still 
be totally wrong."

"No. It's a demon. I recognize the smell." Christoph said slowly.

"What do we need to do? How can we stop it before it attacks someone 
else?" Kerry asked desperately.

"We're going to need to get these weapons out of the chest. Once we've 
determined which one it is, then I can bind it, rendering it harmless." 
Christoph said seriously.

"Do you want us to start taking them out?" Hunter asked cautiously.

"No. Just see if you can clear some space for me, so that we'll have a place 
to lay them out." Christoph said as he kept his gaze focused on the 
collection of weapons.

"Help me." Van said as he climbed over some boxes to one end of the 
couches.

"Yeah." Hunter agreed, then moved to the other end.

Kerry and Derek did their best to move as many of the smaller things as 
they could, but they were both weak and in pain from their injuries.



"Stop." Christoph commanded.

Everyone froze in place.

"I can feel the power building. It's about to take some type of action. We 
need to stop it before it can react." Christoph said thoughtfully.

"What can we do?" Van asked helplessly.

"Pray. Call upon whatever deity you believe in and entreat it to protect you
and those in this household. Ask it to bind the demon and prevent it from 
causing further harm." Christoph said firmly.

"I don't know what I believe in." Hunter yelped in panic.

"It doesn't matter! Just pick one!" Christoph snapped in response.

"Great Mother, hear my prayer..." Hunter said reverently.

"Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name..." Kerry began to 
recite.

Finally, Van bowed his head and quietly began to say, "O Blessed One, 
Shakyamuni Buddha, precious treasury of compassion, bestower of supreme
inner peace..."

Derek looked around the group, then quietly began to say, "We thank Thee, 
O Thou Great Eloheim, that Thou didst raise up Thy servant..."

"Hear our prayers. Bind this demon. Prevent him from causing further 
harm." Christoph said firmly as the sounds of muttered prayers rang up 
from all around him.

* * * * *

There were long minutes as the others in the basement continued to pray, 
but finally, Christoph wilted with relief and quietly said, "The immediate 
threat has passed. You can stop."

Everyone fell silent then, as one, they looked at Christoph with question.



"The demon fought against our combined blessings and seems to have 
exhausted himself. We need to act quickly before he has time to attack 
again." Christoph said decisively.

"Watch out, this thing is sneaky. I wouldn't put it past him to be 'playing 
dead' so you'll let your guard down." Derek said frankly.

"I won't be letting my guard down. But now is the time to act." Christoph 
said firmly.

"Let's finish clearing this out." Hunter said urgently.

"What do you need us to do?" Kerry asked quickly.

"Just take each weapon as I hand it to you and set it aside. It's possible that
it will be able to mask itself from me, so lay them out where I can see 
them individually, don't stack them. That way I'll be able to look back over 
them when I'm finished." Christoph said seriously as he took hold of an axe 
that was near the top of the stack.

Van and Hunter worked and strained to not only get the furniture out of 
their way, but also to provide a decent walking path out of the area.

"Kerry, are you at a point where you can break away? We've just finished 
with Mr. and Dr. Osmani, and I'd like to do you next." Alana asked over the 
radio.

After a moment to get the radio off his belt, Kerry quickly said, "Do Van 
first. He's been here the longest."

"Agreed. Send him up. We'll meet him in his room." Alana responded.

Van looked at Kerry apprehensively at the announcement.

"Hunter, will you take over here for me?" Kerry asked hopefully.

The smile of relief on Van's face told Hunter all that he needed to know.

"Yeah. I got this. Go on." Hunter assured Kerry as he stepped forward to 
take his place.



* * * * *

"When they're done with me, we'll get them to do you." Van said firmly.

"It's not bad. I can stand to wait for a while." Kerry assured him.

"Well, I can't stand it!" Van said seriously.

Kerry glanced at the teenager at his side, then threw an arm around his 
shoulders as he said, "Okay, Van. I'll do it."

* * * * *

When they walked into Van's bedroom, Father Francis smiled and said, "It's 
so good to see you again, Mr. Hinton."

"It's nice to see you, too, Father." Kerry responded warmly, then said, "And 
I'd like to introduce Van, Mr. and Dr. Osmani's son."

"It's a pleasure to meet you, young man." Father Francis said sincerely.

"Yeah. It's nice to meet you, too." Van said shyly.

"We're going to need access to all of your injuries. So if you could please 
remove any clothing that is covering them, we'll be able to proceed." 
Merryl said seriously.

"Oh, um... yeah. I'm going to need to put on some shorts or something." Van
said nervously.

"When you do, make sure to check that there aren't any injuries that you 
weren't aware of. We need to get them all." Merryl warned.

"Don't worry. I'll help you." Kerry assured him, then said, "Grab what you 
need and let's get this over with."

* * * * *

Once they were alone in the bathroom, Van nervously said, "This is weird."



"You'll get no argument from me." Kerry said with a smile, then continued, 
"Just remember that I've got a son. This is one of those things that parents 
sometimes have to do."

"Check your kid for demon bites?" Van asked incredulously.

Kerry laughed, then said, "You help your children, sometimes in situations 
that might be uncomfortable or embarrassing."

Van nodded, then slowly started to undress himself.

Kerry remained silent, but took note of each of the injuries that Van had 
sustained.

After completely disrobing, Van picked up the shorts and was about to pull 
them on when Kerry quietly said, "Before you do that, would you raise your 
arms and turn around. I want to be sure that there aren't any injuries 
hiding from us."

Although Van wanted to protest, he held himself back and did as Kerry had 
asked. It occurred to him in that moment that there was no one else, 
including his own father, that he would rather have helping him.

"Good. Go ahead." Kerry said quietly.

Van quickly pulled on the shorts, then looked at the rest of his clothes 
uncertainly.

"You'll be able to put more things on when they're done. Let's just go ahead 
and get this over with." Kerry said seriously.

* * * * *

When Kerry and Van walked back into Van's bedroom, Merryl instructed Van 
to lie down on the bed and relax.

The incredulous look on Van's face when she said 'relax' brought a smile to 
Kerry's lips.

The long and involved ceremony that followed seemed to be mostly 
gibberish to Kerry's ears.



When Merryl applied the holy water to each of the wounds, Van reacted 
with a little gasp or he would wriggle. But at no point during the ceremony 
did he exhibit any signs of discomfort except for those of embarrassment.

When the ceremony was finally finished, Van announced that it was Kerry's 
turn next.

"I'll borrow something of my dad's so that you can change." Van said as he 
pulled on a tee shirt.

Kerry wanted to protest, but in the light of what had already happened, he 
felt that he didn't have the right.

* * * * *

Once Van had secured a pair of shorts from his father's room, he returned 
to find Kerry looking apprehensive.

"Just remember that I've got a father..." Van said, trying to hide his smile, 
"...kids sometimes have to do things like this."

"Check their fathers for demon bites?" Kerry said with a smile as he played 
along.

"No. But sometimes you have to help them with something embarrassing." 
Van said with an impish grin, then added, "Of course, that's usually right 
before you ship them off to the old folks home."

Kerry laughed as he stepped out of his underpants.

"Okay. Turn around." Van said in a mock impatient tone.

Kerry turned and the expression of amusement fell away from Van's face.

"Go ahead and get your shorts on. That looks bad." Van said with concern.

"Yeah." Kerry said soberly, then did as he was told.

* * * * *



The exorcism and blessing ended up being much the same as Van's had 
been, although a little more extensive, due to his greater number of 
injuries.

"Do you want us to send Derek up, next?" Kerry asked as he got off the bed.

"Yes. I think that would be a good idea." Alana said thoughtfully.

"Please send Hunter up, too. Although he probably hasn't been infected, I'd 
rather be on the safe side." Ashley said seriously.

Merryl nodded her agreement to the request.

"Alright. I'm just going to stop by the bathroom to get dressed, then we'll 
send him right up." Kerry said seriously.

"Hang on. Let me grab a few things. I'm going to need to put on some more 
clothes before I go down to the basement." Van said seriously.

Kerry waited in the doorway as Van gathered what he would need, then 
they both walked across the hall to the bathroom.

* * * * *

"How did it go?" Derek asked when Kerry and Van approached.

"We've been exorcised and blessed. They're ready for you, next." Kerry said 
frankly.

Derek nodded his acceptance.

"You, too, Hunter." Van added.

"There's nothing wrong with me." Hunter objected.

"Your moms just want to be safe." Van told him simply.

"You think it's bad having an overprotective mother? Try having two of 
them..." Hunter muttered as he walked away, at Derek's side.

"How's it going down here?" Kerry asked Christoph curiously.



"I was afraid of this. It's hiding itself. I think it's one of these." Christoph 
said as he pointed to a selection of less than a dozen knives and swords 
before him.

"That one." Van said as he pointed.

"Why do you think that?" Christoph asked curiously.

"Just look at it. That thing's oozing bad." Van said frankly.

"I suppose that there's one way to find out." Christoph said as he carefully 
picked up the crude dagger and placed it on a white satin cloth.

"Is this something dangerous? Should we get back?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"No." Christoph said simply, then took a vial out of his pocket.

"In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. I command you to 
leave this realm, never to return. All invitations and entreaties that have 
been made, I now declare with holy authority, have been rescinded. What 
was opened is now closed." Christoph said firmly, then sprinkled a few 
drops from the vial onto the blade of the dagger.

After setting the vial aside, he then carefully folded the cloth around the 
dagger.

As he began to tie the bundle closed with string, he continued, "In the 
name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, I bind thee."

"Do you feel that?" Kerry asked as he looked around curiously.

"What?" Van asked cautiously.

"I don't know. It just feels... different." Kerry said uncertainly.

"Do you need for us to stay down here for anything?" Van asked Christoph 
cautiously.

"Not unless this wasn't the right one." Christoph said frankly.

"It was. I'm sure of it." Van said with certainty.



"Then let's go upstairs and see how everyone else is doing. If this really 
worked, then they should also be able to feel the difference." Christoph 
said as he picked up the wrapped dagger and carried it with him.

"Do you want to leave that down here?" Van asked cautiously.

"This thing isn't leaving my hands until I have it safely neutralized and 
under lock and key." Christoph said as he began to walk.

"Do you mean that it's not safe?" Van asked curiously.

"I have it bound, but all you'd have to do is untie or cut this string to 
release it. This is a temporary measure to sever the link between the 
demon and its fragments that it's spawned in your family." Christoph said 
frankly.

"Are you going to destroy it?" Van asked cautiously.

"No. That can cause a whole other set of problems. When I get it back to 
my office, I'm going to do a more permanent binding ceremony on it, then 
I'm going to lock it away where it can never be used again."

"Good." Van said seriously, then thought to ask, "What about the evil 
midget?"

"What was that?" Christoph asked curiously.

"Van and I spotted a small black... something, in his closet. When we 
shined a light on it, it moved away." Kerry explained.

"Did it have substance?" Christoph asked carefully.

"What do you mean by that?" Van asked cautiously.

"Did you ever see it pick up anything or move anything? Was it able to 
interact with anything on our plane of existence?" Christoph asked 
seriously.

"No." Kerry said firmly, then reminded Van, "You remember when it ducked 
behind the couch? It couldn't have fit back there. It was like a shadow, 
except that it didn't disappear when you shined a light on it."



"Good. That's the perfect description of a shadow demon." Christoph said 
with relief. "I think what you had was something being manifested and 
controlled from the other side. If we hadn't been able to shut down the 
conduit, then it would have eventually been able to gain a physical form, 
here. But since it never manifested as more than a shadow, closing the 
conduit would cause it to dissipate. Keep an eye open for it, just in case, 
but chances are that it won't be back."

"Good." Van said with a relieved smile.

"Let's go see how everyone's doing." Kerry said with a glance at the 
teenager at his side.

* * * * *

"How are things going up here?" Kerry asked as he led the way into Van's 
bedroom.

"Extremely well. Can I assume that you were able to locate the conduit and
bind it?" Alana asked curiously.

Christoph held up the cloth covered bundle.

"Even though I wasn't aware of it, I think that I was experiencing a form of 
demonic oppression. When you did the binding, all of a sudden, it's like I 
felt my energy and vitality returning. The bond that was sapping me was 
broken." Alana quietly explained.

"Yeah. I guess I didn't think about it, but I felt that way when the exorcism 
was finished." Kerry said thoughtfully, then looked at Van with question.

"Yeah." Van said simply.

"So, is that it? Is everything resolved?" Kerry asked Alana curiously.

"No." Christoph answered for her.

"What still needs to be done?" Alana asked cautiously.

"I suspect that this demon is what is known as a 'root'. It slowly infects its 
victims and saps their strength. But, when the link to the demon is 



severed, the spawned pieces don't die away, they continue to grow. Until 
every last bit of the 'root' has been eradicated, this matter won't be 
completely resolved." Christoph said firmly.

"Oh. I thought because I stopped feeling it sapping my strength that it was 
over." Alana said thoughtfully.

"No. Every last trace has to be exorcised or it will grow within you, 
sometimes for years, and it will eventually seek to either infect others or 
reconnect to the mother root." Christoph said grimly.

"So, what do we do next?" Alana asked cautiously.

"First, we make sure that everyone that's been infected has completed the 
exorcism ritual. After that, we need to check back to be sure that some 
trace doesn't re emerge." Christoph said seriously.

"It looks like we're going to have to stay in touch." Kerry said to Van with a 
smile.

"Yeah." Van said with a grin.

* * * * *

"How are things with the family?" Derek asked Kerry curiously, as he drove.

"Fine. They're having a Harry Potter marathon at my house." Kerry said with
a warm smile.

"What about Malika? Did she have any reaction when Christoph sealed the 
conduit?" Alana asked curiously.

"Actually, from the sound of it, Toni and Lorra figured out what kind of 
demon we were dealing with a long time before we did. They had already 
done a basic exorcism and blessing long before we ever thought of it." 
Kerry said proudly.

"So Malika's alright?" Alana asked cautiously.

"She's as happy as she can be." Kerry assured her.



"Still, we should probably keep an eye on her, just to make sure what they 
did continues to be effective." Alana said thoughtfully.

"Between Van and Toni, I'm sure that I'll hear about it if Malika's having any 
problems." Kerry said confidently.

"Kerry, here's your car. If you want to hop out, Derek and I have another 
stop to make. Thanks for everything you did tonight." Alana said sincerely.

"Yeah. You were amazing." Derek said honestly.

"Next Friday?" Kerry asked cautiously.

"Yeah. We'll see you then." Alana said with a smile.

* * * * *

"Do you think you're up to having a few visitors?"

"Alana! How did everything go? Is the Osmani family alright?" Jack asked 
hopefully.

"Everything worked out, they're all fine." Alana assured him.

"So, was it a demon?" Kyla asked curiously.

"Actually, it was a demon summoned through a conduit manifesting itself in
this world by way of the diabolic infections that it causes." Alana said 
frankly.

"Manifesting itself... you mean, like possession?" Jack asked hesitantly.

"Yes. Exactly. However, a standard exorcism can get rid of it. I assume that 
Kyla can do that for you, but if you'd rather have a professional, I'm sure 
you know who to call." Alana finished with a smile.

"How much time do we have? I mean, if I'm possessed..." Jack trailed off as 
he looked at Kyla anxiously.

"I called in Christoph and he closed the conduit. That means that you don't 
have any outside demonic influence fueling its growth, now. You can take 



the time to do this right." Alana assured him, then thought to ask, "What 
did the doctor say?"

"Once she got the maggots out from under my skin and got her nurse to 
stop puking, she said that she wanted to keep me overnight for evaluation."
Jack said frankly.

"Well, enjoy the rest. With the demon sealed away, you should be able to 
heal up in no time." Alana said happily.

The End



Parvenu

Parvenu

'What a bunch of CRAP!' He thought to himself as he 
walked.

How was he expected to do a science project being teamed up with the 
ditziest bottle-blonde cheerleader AND the dumbest mouth-breathing 
knuckle-dragging jock in the school?!

To top it off, both of them had 'extracurricular' commitments that made it 
impossible for them to meet, speak, or in any way coordinate their efforts. 
He knew, without a doubt, that he'd end up doing the entire project 
himself and that his two vapid, freakishly attractive, classmates would end 
up getting passing grades solely due to his efforts. Worse, he suspected 
that that was the teacher's plan, all along.

As he rounded the corner to his apartment, a chill ran up his spine.

His mom's car was in the driveway and the back hatch was popped open.

'Oh, no. Not again.' He thought to himself as he slowly 
approached.

He cautiously entered the building, and as he was walking up the stairs he 
spotted his mother rushing out of their apartment with a box in her arms.

"Pack up your room. We've only got until the end of the night." She said as 
she hurried toward him.

'Fuck!' He thought to himself.

Then the more optimistic part of him interjected, 'At least 
I won't have to do that science project, now.'



* * * * *

Unfortunately, this wasn't unusual.

It had happened so many times before that he had lost count.

Every so often, things would go badly and they'd be forced to move, 
basically skipping out on their back rent, and finding a new place to live.

However, he usually had some indication that it was coming.

His mom would let it be known that she was having trouble meeting the 
bills that month or that they didn't have enough money to have both 
electricity AND food.

But this time there had been no warning.

Truth be told, recently he and his mother had been less and less 
communicative. And as he was growing older, he was becoming more 
independent. Although they lived together, they had been leading 
increasingly separate lives. They had reached a point where they could go 
for a week or more without speaking to each other.

After filling a box, more or less out of habit, he left his room to find his 
mother frantically throwing kitchen items into a cardboard box, going from 
cupboard to cupboard taking everything out and either packing it, or 
throwing it in the trash.

He knew better than to question her at this stage of their packing. He had 
made that mistake before. Nothing good would come of it.

Mostly on autopilot, he walked down the stairs and deposited his box in the
back of the car, then walked back into the apartment building to fill 
another.

As the shock wore off, numbness took it's place.

His life was a series of frantic moves, made out of necessity.



There was no action, only reaction.

'Do what needs to be done, because there's no other 
choice.'

The few possessions that he owned fitted easily into the boxes that he kept
flattened under his bed... the bed that they would most likely be leaving 
behind. He had worked this puzzle so many times that he knew where each
thing belonged, and in which box. He sometimes wondered why he even 
bothered unpacking them.

As he set another box aside, he walked to the closet and began to take 
down his hanging clothes. That took all of a minute. He didn't have much 
clothing, and what he did have was worn and outdated when they had 
bought them from whatever charity warehouse store they happened to be 
visiting that day.

Fortunately for him, distressed out-of-date fashion was all the rage, these 
days. So he didn't have the stigma of being out of place amongst his 
classmates. In fact, he dressed better than some of them, with their 
fashionably faded and strategically ripped clothing.

"Are you about finished?"

A sudden surge of emotions threatened to overwhelm him at the innocuous 
question. He wanted to burst into tears... or rage. However, he didn't have 
the luxury of being able to do either. He simply tamped down his emotions 
and called in return, "Yeah. Just about."

* * * * *

He had never had a father.

'No big deal.'

But looking at the desperate way that they lived, he couldn't help but 
wonder how his life might have been different if his parents had decided to
get married and live together.



It was a moot point.

He didn't even know his biological father's name. When, in his younger and 
more naive years, he had asked, his mother had either skillfully evaded his 
questions or, when pressed, would adamantly refuse to divulge any 
information at all.

It didn't matter.

Such idle speculation served no purpose.

'It is what it is. Deal with what's in front of you.' He 
thought to himself.

As the car drove down the city streets, it occurred to him that he didn't 
know where they were going. Or if, in fact, they had any destination in 
mind. Would they be spending the night in some truck stop or roadside rest 
area? It wouldn't be the first time.

Despair welled up within him, threatening to overwhelm him, as he 
considered the absolute hopelessness of his life. He had no home, no 
foundation, no friends, no life to speak of, and no possibility of a future.

Just... reaction.

Like an animal in the wild, there was no thought for the future and no 
certainty of where his next meal would be coming from.

Only reaction.

Survival instinct.

While he was looking out the car window as the dusk gave 
way to the night, the thought came unbidden, 'Am I even 
human at all?'

* * * * *

"Paul, there have been some things going on that I haven't told you about." 
His mother said, breaking the long, contemplative silence between them.



'Since you haven't told me ANYTHING, I suppose that's true.'
Paul thought bitterly.

"I guess there's no easy way to say this..." She trailed off anxiously.

'Talk about an ominous lead in! Let me guess. You don't 
know where we're going? We don't even have enough money
for dinner? Maybe you're taking me to sell me for medical 
experiments!'

'Please, let it be the medical experiments! At least they'll 
probably feed me!'

"I'm getting married."

'Wait.'

'What?'

"I didn't want to tell you anything about it before now because it was... 
well, to be honest, it was just too good to be true. I didn't want to jinx it."

'Huh?'

'Hold on.'

'Back up.'

'What?'

"I really meant to sit you down and have a long talk with you about this, 
but things ended up not working out that way."

'...no easy way to say this...'

'...getting married...'

'Then what? Did I miss something?'

"I mean, it's not like we 'have to' get married, not this day and age."

'Whoah.'



'I'm pretty sure I missed something.'

'Stop. Rewind. Play. Thank you for your patience...'

"But when he found out, he asked and, I don't know... it just seemed right!"

'WARNING! - Vaguery reaching critical levels!'

'Assumption overload imminent!'

'Substantive input required! Substantive input required!'

"Found out what?" Paul was finally able to choke out.

Even as he said the words, they didn't seem to have any meaning.

'Is there someone else in here with me, speaking for me?' 
Paul thought to himself.

'Because, if there is, I'd appreciate it if you would tell me 
what the hell is going on!'

"In about six months, you're going to have a little brother or sister."

'...'

'???'

'What?'

"Well, to be honest, you're going to be getting a brother a little bit before 
that."

'Hold on.'

'What was that thing after getting married?'

'I'm sure I missed something important, there.'

"I mean, I'm not going to push you to accept him or treat him like your 
family, but I hope that you two will get along."

'...getting married...'



'...little brother or sister...'

'...then, what was that next bit?'

"Like I said, I hadn't planned on things going like this, but the new property 
management company at the apartment complex isn't willing to work with 
me and I was kind of backed into a corner."

'Um, yeah. I know how that feels.'

'Now try it blindfolded... underwater.'

'Then you'll be close to what I'm feeling, right now.'

"Where are we going?" Paul asked in a voice that trembled a little more 
than he would have liked.

'Okay, that made sense.'

'The words seemed to have come out in the right order and
everything.'

'I might actually get results with that one.'

"I was wanting to move more slowly, but when all this happened, it just 
made sense for us to move in together."

'Whoah! Hold it, there. You're losing me again.'

'Did I miss it when you said where?'

'Or, for that matter, who?'

"I mean, we had sort of talked about it, but decided to wait until after 
you'd had time to adjust to the idea."

'Me?'

'What idea?'

'Hey! Don't hang this on me!'

"Everything's going to be fine. Everything's alright."



'Um...'

'...yeah...'

'...sure it is.'

* * * * *

As they passed through the huge wrought iron gates, Paul immediately 
thought of a cemetery. Not that there were any grave stones or anything. It
was just a big open, immaculately kept, grassy field with a paved road 
meandering, somewhat pointlessly up and over a rise. But, to Paul, it 
seemed that that was how they designed the driveways in graveyards. Well,
in the movies, anyway.

As they crested the rise, Paul spotted the large grey edifice as it stood all 
alone, jutting up in the midst of a perfectly kept lawn... or football field...
possibly a golf course? There were no other houses in view as far as the eye
could see.

'Hey!'

'Wait!'

'Isn't this what insane asylums look like?'

'They put them out in the middle of nowhere so the crazies
don't disturb anyone else!'

'So far out...'

'So remote...'

'That no one can hear you scream...'

"He said that he'd leave the door open. Come inside. We'll come back out 
for our things, later." His mom said as she got out of the car.

Paul wasn't sure if he were really seeing what he was seeing.

'Are we going to live in a museum?' He thought as they 
approached the building that seemed to get even larger and



more foreboding, the closer they got to it.

'People can't really live here, can they?'

'I can't breathe.'

The biggest doors EVER!

'Mansion?'

'Movie set?'

'Dream?'

'Nightmare?'

'e. All of the above...'

As his mom pushed one of the massive doors open, there wasn't any low, 
ominous creaking sound to foreshadow the atrocities to come.

'They'll probably edit that in during post production.'

'It's essential.'

"They're probably in the parlor. I think it's down here." Paul's mom said as 
she set off down one of the dimly lit grey corridors in the enormous granite
monstrosity.

'If we're going to live here, I'm going to need a map.'

'Or GPS.'

'...and maybe a scooter.'

As his mom led the way into one of the rooms, she quietly asked, "Is your 
dad around?"

Paul walked in behind his mother and looked around to see who she was 
talking to. After a moment, he spotted a dark haired boy, about his same 
age, sitting on a couch.

"He asked me to wait in here for you, until you got here. He had a business 



call or something. He's in the study. He said that he'd be back in a minute." 
The boy responded casually.

"Paul, this is G. He's going to be your new brother." Paul's mom said, a little 
more cheerfully than seemed appropriate, under the circumstances.

The surprise on G's face was the first thing to reassure Paul all day.

At least there was someone who found the whole situation as ludicrous as 
he did.

'I wonder if they told him ANYTHING about what's going on?'
Paul asked himself.

G got up off the couch and walked toward Paul with an easygoing, friendly 
expression. His entire posture was casual and unassuming.

"You need any help carrying stuff in?" G asked in a voice that wasn't just 
friendly, but even seemed to be a little bit hopeful.

'I don't know where I am.' Paul reminded himself.

'I don't know what we're doing.'

'I don't know who these people are.'

'However, over the years I have learned some important 
life lessons. One of them being, when someone asks you 
that question, you ALWAYS answer...'

"Yes. Thank you."

* * * * *

G and Paul walked down the dimly lit, intimidatingly huge, gray featureless
hallway and out through the massive doors.

Paul opened the hatchback of their car and fished out a box, then turned to
find G, standing with his hands out, waiting to accept it.

Paul handed it to him, then took out another of his boxes before starting 



back toward the enormous doors.

"It'll be easier if we go this way." G said as he started off in another 
direction, toward the side of the house.

'Since I don't have a map, I'll take your word for it.' Paul 
thought to himself as he followed.

"Is the rest of your stuff coming? Or are you going to have to go get another
load?" G asked casually, as they walked.

"No. This is it." Paul answered timidly.

"Cool." G said simply, easily accepting his answer.

'No.'

'Not cool.'

'Pathetic.' Paul thought with an ache in his heart, as he 
continued to follow.

"If you don't like it here, I can show you the guest rooms, but they're kind 
of... sterile." G said with a bit of distaste evident in his tone, then 
continued, "Check out my room, first, and see if you want to stay out here 
with me."

As he was saying that, Paul could see where G was leading him. Around the 
side of the house, there seemed to be another, smaller house, connected 
by a little... what do you call those things that connect a spaceship to the 
space station? Never mind. It was a little glassed in hallway that connected
it to the main house.

G opened some white painted double doors (of normal size) with glass 
panes throughout. Unaccountably, they served to put Paul at ease. 
Seemingly, it was the contrast between them and the enormous doors on 
the 'museum' that did that.

However, when they stepped through the doors, any illusion of a quaint 
little country farmhouse was suddenly shocked away.



The room was RED. (Redrum! Redrum!)

Actually, it looked like red velvet was used throughout the room to give it 
an almost movie theater or carnival feel. There were brass accent pieces 
and gold fringe in places that served to break up the intimidating color.

The next things to draw Paul's attention were the old carnival posters, 
seemingly hung haphazardly around the room, but it only took Paul a 
moment to realize that they were strategically placed, made to look as 
though their placement was random and slightly askew.

The posters were of faded, evil looking, demented clowns and 
advertisements for various 'freak show' attractions.

After seeing the sterile, gray 'museumy' main house, the contrast was a bit 
overwhelming.

As the details of the room finally seemed to settle into his consciousness, 
Paul came to the sudden realization that G's room was AWESOME!

* * * * *

The area they first walked into seemed to be a living room or a lounge. It 
was filled with beanbag chairs, pillows, big puffy blankets and a variety of 
sofas. It looked as though a dozen people could easily settle into the space 
and chat comfortably.

"I didn't really think this through. I guess we can make it up as we go along.
Just put your stuff anywhere and we'll work it out when we've got 
everything in." G said frankly.

Paul found an open spot behind one of the couches and put down his box.

G set his box beside Paul's, then led the way back to the deceptively 
innocent looking white double doors.

* * * * *

"Dad says that he pulled a few strings and that you'll be starting school with



me tomorrow. So we won't be able to stay up too late." G said as they 
walked back toward the car.

'What?'

'School?'

'Seriously?'

'My whole life gets turned upside down and inside out in 
one day and I don't even get a day off to adjust to it?'

* * * * *

Once all of Paul's things were brought inside, Paul looked around 
uncertainly.

"I've only got the one bed in here, but I hardly ever sleep in it. You can use 
it, if you want." G said frankly.

"Where do you sleep?" Paul asked curiously.

"Wherever I happen to be when I get sleepy. Usually on a couch or a 
beanbag, in front of the TV. Sometimes I crash on the couch in the living 
room, back in the house." G said casually.

"Where should I put my stuff?" Paul asked cautiously, feeling that he was 
intruding on G's personal space.

"There's a monster closet in the bedroom. You can put stuff in there if you 
want. I don't use even half of it." G said, then got up off the couch and led 
the way into the bedroom.

* * * * *

Done in much the same color scheme as the living room, the bedroom was 
it's own special variety of 'Dark Carnival'.

The twisted gold posts on the enormous four poster bed might be seen as 
gaudy in other circumstances, but they blended in perfectly with the red 



velvet and gold fringed tapestries and cords.

"It's over here." G said, drawing Paul's miniscule thread of attention.

When Paul looked into the closet, he was astounded by the fact that it was 
bigger than his bedroom had been at the apartment.

As G had said, the closet wasn't even close to half full. Paul not only had 
room for all his clothes in there, he could easily put all his worldly 
possessions in there... twice, without encroaching on G's space.

"I just thought of something. You seem pretty uptight. I'm not. If you can't 
handle being around me, just let me know and I'll help you move into a 
guest room in the house." G said seriously.

Paul looked at him with surprise at the statement, but appreciated G's 
honesty.

"I'm okay." Paul said sincerely.

G smiled at the reaction then, with a tilt of his head, indicated for Paul to 
follow him back into the living room.

* * * * *

Paul followed G's lead and ended up taking a seat on one of the couches.

"I've never been around someone as quiet as you before. It's actually kinda 
cool." G said with a smile.

Paul looked at him with a wide-eyed, inquisitive expression.

"I've never been the 'Alpha' before. So you're gonna have'ta be patient with 
me. I don't want to screw this up." G said honestly.

'Alpha?'

'Ooookay.'

"Anyway, this is my house. No one comes in here unless I invite them. So I 



can walk around naked or just in my underwear, if I want. Is that going to 
freak you out or anything?" G asked seriously.

'Okay. That kinda came outta left field.'

'But, I guess that I've been around naked guys in the locker 
room in gym class and it never bothered me...'

'Who am I kidding? I've nearly jerked my dick off thinking 
about the guys in the locker room!'

'I probably shouldn't share that fact with G, or I might have
to sleep in a guest room in the museum.'

"No. That's no problem." Paul said, and was proud of the fact that his voice 
didn't crack or sound too high or anything like that.

"Good." G said with a smile.

'What the hell was that?'

'He smiles at me and I start feeling all gooey inside?!'

'Oh, shit! I hope that doesn't mean what I think it means!'

'...'

'I want it to happen again.'

'...'

'I am so screwed.'

"I guess I should also tell you that I was in kind of a relationship for a while.
It's over now, but it just broke up, so someone might still say something 
about it and it could get weird and uncomfortable. I'll just say sorry in 
advance, in case that happens." G said regretfully.

'I've never been dumped. So I don't know what that feels 
like.'

'Of course, I've never been loved, either.'



'...'

'I just want to see him smile again.'

"Are you okay?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Mostly, yeah. When they decided that they wanted to be a couple without 
me... I understood. I mean, it's not like I didn't see it coming. But it still 
hurt." G said honestly.

"They?" Paul asked hesitantly, wanting to confirm what he'd just heard.

"Yeah. A guy and a girl. We were a threesome for a while... for a few 
months, actually." G said, somewhat distantly.

"Are you gay?" Paul asked before he could catch himself. He knew that that 
was something that you never asked someone. He immediately regretted 
asking and wished that he could take it back.

"I guess that's up to you to decide." G answered him, and didn't seem to be 
the least bit rattled or offended by Paul asking the question.

Paul puzzled over G's response for a moment before he cautiously asked, 
"What?"

"It's your label and only you know what it means to you. I don't think of 
myself as gay. When I like someone and they like me back, we might decide
to do stuff together, and some of that might end up being sex. It doesn't 
matter to me if it's guys or girls. Everyone just does what they enjoy and if 
things go right, we find things that we enjoy doing together."

'Overload... Overload... Overload.'

'An error has occurred. To continue: Press CTRL+ALT+DEL to
restart.'

'If you do this, you will lose any unsaved information in all 
open applications.'

'Press any key to continue...'



"I've never had a girlfriend... or a boyfriend." Paul reluctantly admitted.

"Yeah. Well, I got an early start. I think most people our age haven't ever 
had the balls to try anything yet... at least, with someone else." G said 
simply.

Paul absently nodded.

"Have I freaked you out too much? Or do you still want to stay here?" G 
asked cautiously.

"I'll stay." Paul said absently. He didn't have to think about it. The decision 
had already been made.

"Good. I just got this really great classic anime that I've been wanting to 
check out. You wanna watch it with me until dinner's ready?" G asked 
hopefully.

"I should probably be unpacking." Paul said reluctantly.

"If we start unpacking now, we'll have to stop in the middle of it when 
dinner's ready. Besides, you look like you could use a break." G said 
honestly.

'A break?'

'Yeah.'

'At least.'

"Yeah. Okay." Paul said, then forced a smile at G to show his gratitude for 
the suggestion.

* * * * *

'First, there was some gruesome bloody violence, for no 
particular reason.'

'Next, this thing with tentacles was doing horrible, 
unspeakable things, again, for no reason that I could 
discern.'



'Then, after the opening credits, we got to the freakishly 
big boobed schoolgirls piloting giant robots.'

'That part actually seemed to make some kind of sense.'

'Of course, I could be wrong about that.'

'The way that the enormous cartoon boobs bounced and 
jiggled was strangely hypnotizing.'

"Boys, it's time for dinner." Paul's mom's voice called from the intercom.

"Good! I'm starving!" G said as he paused the video.

"Me, too." Paul said as he stood.

"Are you better?" G asked as he also stood and looked at Paul with concern.

"Yeah." Paul said with a smile, then continued, "It's funny, I already feel like
I know you and I don't even know your real name."

"What makes you think my real name isn't G?"

"Is it?"

"No. My real name is Gwayne. The G was the only part of it worth saving." 
G finished with a grin.

"Good choice." Paul said, feeling unaccountably happy.

"C'mon. Food." G said as he led the way.

* * * * *

"Come on in, boys. It's on the table." Paul's mom said as she met them at 
the dining room door.

The amount of food on the table looked to be for more than four people, 
but Paul wasn't about to complain. And, from the look of it, neither was G. 
The layout seemed to be of restaurant quality and fit for any visiting 
dignitary. Everything looked absolutely perfect.



As Paul walked to the table and took a seat at one of the place settings, he
looked around curiously.

There were no windows in the room, not that it would have mattered so 
late in the day at this time of year. But the lighting was such that it was 
focused entirely on the massive dining room table.

The rest of the room, with it's gray stone walls and colorless adornments, 
seemed to fade into the darkness, as though it didn't exist. It was almost 
like they were sitting there, suspended in a void, separated from space and
time.

"Are we waiting for Dad?" G asked cautiously.

"He said he'd just be a minute." Paul's mom said as she also took her seat.

"Famous last words." G said with a roll of his eyes, but made no move to 
serve himself.

"Sorry. But with the wedding coming so soon, there are certain things that 
have to be done immediately." A man said as he walked briskly into the 
room. The man looked fairly average, with dark hair and dark eyes. He was 
kind of handsome, and there was no doubt that he was G's father. But the 
thing that caught Paul off guard was the deep rich tone of the man's voice. 
It seemed to be far lower than one would expect of someone of his modest 
size. The sound sent a chill right up Paul's spine.

"D, this is my son, Paul." Paul's mom said proudly.

Before either could respond, she continued, "Paul, this is my fiancee, D."

'D?'

'Seriously?'

'G's father is named D?'

"It's nice to meet you, Paul. I'm sorry we couldn't do this in a more relaxed 
manner, but circumstances conspired against us." D said frankly.



The deep rich tone of his voice caused another chill to run up Paul's spine, 
but he was finally able to say, "Yeah. They'll do that."

When D laughed, the sound left Paul feeling stunned. The laugh was rich 
and deep and unaccountably sent a tingle of something like fear coursing 
through Paul's body.

"Yes. They will." D finally said warmly.

"So, Dad, what's the big rush on the wedding, anyway?" G asked curiously.

Paul was glad that he did, because he wanted to know, as well, but felt 
intimidated and weak in D's commanding presence.

"Go ahead and eat." D said casually, then continued, "We've decided that 
the best way to do this is to have the wedding on Halloween. Since the 
family will be meeting anyway, it seems like the perfect time."

As Paul reached to serve himself, he noticed that his hand was slightly 
trembling.

He couldn't determine if it had anything to do with fear, hunger, or perhaps
other influences of which he was not aware.

"So you're going to have the wedding 'there'?" G asked to be sure.

D nodded his confirmation, then said, "But that doesn't relieve us of the 
burden of composing a guest list."

"Yeah. Good luck with that." G said with a grin.

"No doubt, someone will be overlooked and feel slighted. But we can only 
do our best." D said in resignation.

"Is there anything you need for us to do?" G asked curiously.

"Actually, yes. The two of you are going to be taken out of school a few 
days in advance of the wedding to allow for travel time and for finalizing 
arrangements when we arrive. Taking that into account, you'll both need to



be fitted for suits for the practice dinners and receptions and such, five, I 
should think. So you'll need to see to that early to give the tailor time to 
get the adjustments made." D said thoughtfully, then quickly added, "Of 
course, all plans and dates are still subject to change at this early stage of 
planning."

"Can't I just wear the suit I already have?" G asked hopefully.

"You'll need more than one suit. Besides, I doubt that you would be able to 
put yours on, much less look anywhere near presentable in it. Please, Son, 
humor me." D said with a hopeful look at G.

"Okay, but you have to remember this when I get married. No whining. Just 
do it." G warned his father.

"Yes. That sounds fair." D said with a smile that revealed his delight at the 
thought.

"Is there any way that we can invite Nazzy and Vinda to the wedding?" G 
asked hopefully.

"Isn't that going to be awkward?" D asked cautiously.

"Maybe, for a little bit, but they did what they felt like they had to do. Just
because I was hurt by it doesn't mean that I don't understand. Besides, I'm 
really alright now, and I'd like to share something like this with them. Plus, 
they both like you, even if I weren't in the picture, they'd want to be there 
for you." G said honestly.

"I'll see to it that they're invited and, if they accept, I'll make arrangements
for their airfare." D said with a smile of pride at his son.

'Ex Boyfriend and ex girlfriend...'

'...being invited to his father's wedding...'

'...Airfare?'

"Airfare?" Paul asked cautiously.



"The wedding's going to be on our family estate in Scotland, near 
Altnaharra." D said frankly.

Paul didn't know how to respond to that and felt that he was on the verge 
of overloading again.

'Mom's getting married...'

'..to the deep voiced guy...'

'...who, to be fair, seems really nice...'

'...in Scotland?!'

"How much have you told Paul about the family?" D asked his son curiously.

"Nothing." G answered honestly.

"After dinner, would you mind?" D asked in a leading tone.

"Me? You're sure that you want me to do it?" G asked to confirm.

"I have faith in you." D said with a slightly menacing grin.

"Great! No pressure." G said with a roll of his eyes.

'That can't be good.'

* * * * *

Following the dinner, Paul followed G back to his 'room', on the other side 
of the little glass hallway.

For some reason, that delighted Paul to no end.

'Houston, we're leaving the mothership...'

"So, what's the big secret?" Paul asked when they were back in G's living 
room, sitting on one of the couches.

G looked uncomfortable and quietly said, "We're not like other people."



'Wow! It's like I suddenly had a flashback of every sci-fi 
movie I've ever seen, like, all at once!'

Paul was surprised by the statement and cautiously asked, "What's that 
supposed to mean?"

G let out a long sigh, then said, "It's complicated. Let's just say that my 
family... our family, is interesting."

"Interesting, like being good storytellers? Or interesting, like gathering on 
the full moon to drink the blood of virgins at midnight?" Paul asked 
cautiously, hoping that it would be taken as a joke... and that he hadn't 
inadvertently guessed right.

"Somewhere in between." G said gravely.

'I'd be really pissed off at him right now if he weren't in so 
much turmoil about telling me.'

'...'

'and so cute.'

'Wait, where did that come from?'

'Bad inner voice! Bad!'

"So, what? How is your family different?" Paul asked seriously, hoping that it
would help G say what he needed to say.

"You know how every family has one person who's really freaky or 
eccentric?" G asked cautiously.

"Yeah. And if you don't know who it is in your family, then it's probably you."
Paul said honestly.

'He goes in with the joke!'

'He shoots from center court!'

'It looks good...'



'It looks good...'

'And...'

'...Denied!'

"Yeah, well... every person in our family is like that." G continued, as 
though he hadn't heard.

"Like how?" Paul asked cautiously. He could tell how this admission of... 
whatever it was, bothered G.

'Oh, screw it! He is cute!'

'He's freakin adorable!'

'Sorry Inner Voice, you were right.'

"For example, Aunt Zennie is obsessed with ladybugs. Grandma Gruit 
believes that she's a witch, not like Wicca, but more Disneyish, like in 
Sleeping Beauty or Snow White." G said anxiously.

'Wait.'

'What?'

"Okay." Paul said hesitantly.

"Some of them don't seem to realize it, and the rest just accept it or even 
embrace it as part of who they are." G said urgently, as if willing Paul to 
understand.

'Okay, freaky people. Weird family. I guess it happens.'

"What about you, G? What kind of weird thing do you have going on?" Paul 
asked curiously.

"Telling you's no fun. You have to figure that out for yourself." G said as his 
anxiety finally gave way and he broke into a smile.

'Whoah! Was that a flirt?'



"Well, if I had to guess right now... Does it have anything to do with sex?" 
Paul asked speculatively.

'The ball's in your court.'

"Which answer would make you feel better?" G asked, not betraying 
anything in his expression.

'Nice return.'

"I'm not sure." Paul said honestly.

"Then don't worry about it." G said with a grin.

'The point goes to G!'

'I'm going to need to work on my game!'

'He's good!'

"Why did your dad want you to tell me about this?" Paul asked cautiously, 
he still didn't understand what was so bad.

"I guess to give you some time to prepare. The whole family gets together 
on Halloween, so that's why they're rushing to have the wedding then. One 
at a time, the family's not too bad, but all at once... you might need to 
brace yourself."

'The whole family gathers for Halloween...'

'Yeah, nothing weird about that.'

"Is it really bad?" Paul asked carefully.

"Sometimes. I grew up with it and I know what to expect. But sometimes 
it's a little much, even for me." G said honestly.

"Well, all my life it's just been me and my mom. Even if your family's a 
bunch of eccentrics, I think it'll be nice to know what it's like to be part of 
a family, even for a little bit." Paul said sincerely and felt a little spark of 
fear at revealing so much to someone who was essentially a stranger.



'Not cool.'

'Some things shouldn't be said.'

'Now G's going to think I'm just a needy little pathetic 
worm.'

'...'

'I'm not. Am I?'

"As long as you don't look down on them and treat them like freaks, I'm 
pretty sure they'll love you." G said warmly. Paul was glad that G didn't 
capitalize on his vulnerability.

"I don't think I've ever looked down on anyone before." Paul said honestly.

'It's hard to look down on people when you're wearing 
someone else's castoffs and you don't know if you'll be able
to eat dinner.'

"I know you'll be great."

* * * * *

After their talk about the family had concluded, the two boys remained 
sitting on the couch, just thinking their own thoughts and content to be in 
good company.

"I need to unpack." Paul finally regretfully said.

"Why?" G asked as he turned his head slightly, to glance at Paul with one 
eye.

"So I can have my clothes for school tomorrow." Paul said unenthusiastically.

"We wear uniforms, you can wear one of mine. From the look of you, I think
it'll fit." G said honestly.

"Uniforms?" Paul asked cautiously.

"It's not too bad. You get used to it."



"How old are you, anyway?" Paul asked curiously.

"Fifteen." G said simply.

"Me, too. Do you think we'll be in the same classes?" Paul asked as he 
turned in his seat, so he was facing G.

"Maybe. We have a lot of really small classes, so they'll probably put you in 
whichever one is smallest, each class period. Don't worry. It shouldn't be 
too bad." G said frankly.

"I've had to change schools a lot. So I'm not too worried. But is there 
anything I need to know about, you know, like bullies or gangs or... 
anything?" Paul asked with concern.

"It's a private school, so no gangs. As far as bullies... I've never really 
noticed a problem, but I've been going there forever. If anyone gives you 
any trouble, just let me know." G said as he turned to mirror Paul's position 
and look him in the eyes.

"I may be quiet, but I'm not helpless. I can fight my own battles." Paul 
assured him.

"I'm not planning to fight. But if you have a problem and you let me know, 
then maybe I can help. I know just about everyone and I can probably sort 
it out without anyone having to fight." G said honestly.

Paul thought that over for a moment, then smiled and said, "Yeah. Okay."

'I don't know what to say, except... wow.'

'I've changed schools so many times that I've become numb 
to it.'

'But this... wow!'

"Wanna help me finish watching the anime? There's still a few episodes 
left." G asked hopefully.

"Sounds good." Paul said with a smile, then turned himself so that he could 



watch the big screen TV.

Paul's eyes finally drifted shut despite the barrage of bouncing, jiggling 
enormous boobs, giant robots fighting hand to hand, and the occasional 
panty shot.

* * * * *

Paul woke to the most glorious sensation.

He was surrounded in warmth and security. He was being tenderly held and 
he had the sensation of being cherished.

Then, another curious sensation jolted him fully awake. There were lips 
gently kissing his neck.

Equal parts arousal and fear caused him to flinch.

"Sorry." G whispered as he pulled away slightly.

Although Paul's mind was still more there than here, he was 'with it' enough
to realize what was going on, his reaction, right at that moment, could set 
the course of their relationship forever after.

What he did in the next few seconds would determine whether they were 
friends, brothers or... something more.

'Do the guy thing and act revolted.'

'Do the friend thing and brush it off as nothing.'

'Do the brother thing and make a joke about it.'

"That was a nice way to wake up." Paul said in a raspy, low voice.

G pulled back a little more to look Paul in the eyes, but said nothing. His 
only response was to smile timidly, then climb out of their warm little nest.

'Right answer!'

* * * * *



"Get dressed. We need to go to breakfast." G said when he returned from 
the bathroom.

"I need to take a shower, first." Paul said as he unwillingly extricated 
himself from the blankets.

"We'll shower when we get back." G said simply, then added, "Food."

Paul smiled, and was relieved to find that his morning erection wasn't 
pitching too big a tent as he made his way past G and into the bathroom.

* * * * *

When they walked into the dining room, Paul was surprised to find that his 
mother had made a full, old fashioned, breakfast for them.

His surprise was short lived when he looked at the food laid out before 
them.

Although his mother wasn't a 'bad' cook, she had never exhibited any type 
of culinary artistry when it came to the presentation of their food.

'Cook it up, slap it on a plate.'

Even though Paul couldn't remember his mother ever saying the words, her 
philosophy was clear enough to see in every meal that she served.

However, here, every little sausage link was placed on the serving platter 
with mathematical precision. The eggs were displayed with an artist's flare,
and even had the tiniest dusting of paprika to add that hint of color that 
brought the entire plate to life, making it a feast for the eyes. Even the 
glass pitcher of orange juice, slightly fogged with the tiniest drops of 
condensation, was nothing short of perfect.

D walked into the room and directly to his place at the table.

"How are you boys doing this morning? Did you get enough sleep?" He asked 
as he unfolded his linen napkin and placed it on his lap.



"Yeah. We even woke up before the alarm." G said happily.

"You'll have a few extra minutes to get ready. I'll be driving you to school 
today." D said casually.

"What for?" G asked curiously.

"Well, I've already made all the arrangements for Paul to start school today,
but I just thought I'd stop in to make sure that nothing was overlooked on 
his enrollment." D said frankly.

"Cool!" G said happily.

"Paul, I didn't think to ask earlier, do you have clothes for today?" D asked 
with concern.

"He can wear one of my uniforms. They should fit him." G answered for 
him.

"Remind me and we'll get him some of his own." D said seriously.

"I've got plenty. No rush." G said with a smile at his dad.

Although Paul was paying attention to what was being said, the majority of 
his attention was focused on the outrageously good food.

Suddenly, the thought came to him that what he was experiencing might 
not really be real.

The beautiful house, the loving family, the incredible food... they were all 
elements of the dreams that he had been having for longer than he could 
remember.

* * * * *

"I'll go first." G said as they exited the glass hallway and walked into G's 
'room'.

'How does one verify the existence of reality?'



'And if reality isn't real, what do you do about it?'

'And, come to think of it, what's so great about reality, 
anyway?'

"What?" Paul asked as he broke out of his thoughts.

"I'll shower first, if that's okay." G said more slowly.

"Oh, um. Yeah." Paul said with distraction.

'Reality sucks.'

'If life is but a dream, so what?'

'It beats worrying about where your next meal is coming 
from, or if it's coming at all.'

"While I'm doing that, you can get your stuff together." G said as he led the 
way into the bedroom.

"Huh?" Paul asked in confusion.

'I've got an adorable, cute, incredibly friendly guy here, 
who cares about me.'

'And he's talking about showering.'

'Screw reality! Dreams rule!'

"Underwear, socks... I mean, you can share mine, if you want. But either 
way, you can be getting that stuff together while I'm showering. It'll just 
take me a few minutes." G said as he started to peel off the clothes he had 
been wearing the previous day.

"Yeah. Right." Paul said nervously, then turned and hurried into the closet, 
where his boxes were stored.

* * * * *

After gathering everything he might need for a shower, Paul walked into 
the bedroom in time to see G emerging from the bathroom, naked as the 



day he was born.

G's body was long and lean. Although he was obviously still a teenager, not 
having gained the muscle definition of an adult, his body was still nothing 
to be ashamed of.

As Paul's gaze drifted lower, he concluded that G had nothing to be 
ashamed of there, either. While he might not have the most enormous 
'equipment', it was of a decent size and, quite frankly, an absolute beauty.

When Paul realized what he was doing, standing and staring at G's naked 
body, he quickly looked into G's eyes and received a warm smile in return.

"I'm just... gonna... go now." Paul stammered.

'Busted!'

"There's plenty of time." G assured him.

'He used to have a boyfriend.'

'So he's not gonna freak.'

'And him knowing that I'm interested... not a bad thing.'

Something about G's tone served to put Paul at ease. Feeling considerably 
less anxious, Paul walked to the bathroom and took his shower.

* * * * *

G's bathroom was nothing short of luxurious.

Paul was used to putting up with the lo-flo showerheads that barely farted 
out enough misty water to get him wet. The rainshower showerhead in G's 
bathroom made the experience of showering a joy.

As Paul was about to walk out into the bedroom, where he had left his 
clothes, he started to wrap the towel around his waist. But before he could
cinch the towel, he thought better of it and hung it back on the towel rack.



'Come and get it!'

* * * * *

G looked up when Paul walked, naked, into the bedroom.

Paul was anxious about his probable reaction, but only slightly.

G broke into a grin, but said nothing. The look in his eyes was all that Paul 
needed. G obviously approved of what he was seeing. That was all that 
Paul needed to know.

'Phase one: Complete.'

'We've checked each other out. Everything passes 
inspection.'

'Phase two: Begin.'

* * * * *

The sensation of wearing the school uniform wasn't uncomfortable as much 
as it was unfamiliar.

Also, Paul couldn't seem to relax into the notion that he wasn't wearing 'his'
clothes.

"Do you have to work today?" G asked his father as he drove.

"There may be one or two things that I have to deal with. But I'll mostly be 
focused on the plans for the wedding." D said frankly.

"I guess it's good that you don't have to go to the office and work from nine 
to five each day." G said with a smile.

"It's good to be the boss." D said with a self-satisfied grin.

Paul couldn't help but chuckle at the statement, having a Mel Brooks 
moment.

"Paul, I should have thought to ask earlier, have you noticed needing 



anything?" D asked carefully.

It wasn't the question, itself, that triggered the emotional reaction. And it 
wasn't the situation, of being driven to school, although that probably 
contributed. But something about D's expression of concern made Paul 
want to burst into tears.

'All I've got is the crap in the cardboard boxes.'

'Still, right here, right now...'

'I've got everything I need.'

'More than I dreamed of, in fact.'

"I can't think of anything." Paul was finally able to quietly say.

D glanced at him in the rearview mirror and the warmth in his eyes made 
Paul have to fight to contain his tears all over again.

* * * * *

"Excuse me, I need to get my son enrolled." D said as they walked into the 
school's office.

"I'll be with you in just a moment." The woman behind the desk said 
absently, without even looking up from her work.

'Same old routine.'

'Sit.'

'Wait.'

'Eventually someone will get sick of looking at us and do 
the minimum required to pass us on to the next drone 
down the line.'

D's eyes went wide in surprise, then he took a small... incredibly small, 
phone out of his pocket and quickly dialed.

Paul wasn't surprised when he heard the ringing, but was curious when the 



ringing sound was that of a cell phone and came from one of the offices.

"Marsha. It's D. I'm here to enroll my son. Do you think you could see to it 
personally?" D asked seriously.

'My son?!'

'Not my step-son, not my girlfriend's son, not the creepy 
little guy who's perving on my son?'

'It must be a dream.'

'Please, don't ever let me wake up!'

A woman came rushing out of one of the offices, looking around frantically.
When she spotted D, she quickly composed herself and hurried to help him.

Before she could speak, D calmly said, "Paul needs to be enrolled. I have a 
number of things that I need to attend to so, if you wouldn't mind terribly, 
could I just sign what I need to sign and pay what I need to pay to make it 
happen?"

'If I were going to dream up a dad, he'd be just as cool as 
D.'

'Truthfully, I couldn't have dreamed up someone as nice as 
him.'

'No. Not just nice...'

'...perfect.'

The woman seemed to be flustered by the suggestion, but finally said, "I 
noticed his paperwork waiting this morning when we came in. But we're not
in the habit of enrolling students mid-semester..."

"Do I look like I care?" D asked flatly.

'Way to go D!'

'Do it again!'



'Do it again!'

That seemed to knock the wind out of her sails.

The woman, Marsha, took a slow breath to compose herself, then calmly 
said, "Why don't I get Paul placed in his classes? Then I can sort through his 
paperwork and see that he has everything he needs."

"Yes. Why don't you?" D said without expression.

'Zing!'

'Ouch!'

'That had to hurt!'

Marsha was stunned by his words for a moment, then she hurried away, 
back into her office.

Paul looked up at his step-father-to-be with wonder and a small amount of 
fear.

D smiled warmly at him and said, "After a certain point, there's no need to 
put up with self-important little bureaucrats. Commit your concern to the 
things that deserve it."

Paul slowly nodded, as if he understood what D were telling him.

'I don't think I've ever been in awe, before.'

'I didn't know it'd be this cool.'

"Here we go. I have a class schedule for Paul. Janice can walk Paul to his 
first class, so he can get started right away." Marsha said as she rushed up 
to them with a freshly printed piece of paper.

'How very fast and efficient of you, Marsha. It's a shame 
that you couldn't have done that without D having to roast 
your ass over the fire.'

D glanced at the woman behind the desk, who was getting to her feet and 



absently said, "If she has the time."

'Ow!'

'No mercy!'

Marsha handed the sheet of paper to Janice, then looked at D to see if he 
needed anything further.

After a moment to look over the sheet of paper, Janice quietly said, "I'll 
take you to your first class."

'Yeah. I can hardly wait.'

Paul glanced back as he was leaving the office to find D watching him, with
an expression of warmth.

'I never, ever ever ever want to wake up!'

* * * * *

The teacher in Paul's first period class obviously wasn't used to being 
interrupted, and certainly not by a new enrollment. But she seemed to 
take it in stride and indicated for Paul to take one of the unoccupied seats 
in the classroom.

As he listened to the lecture and tried to follow along with the examples on
the whiteboard, Paul had no clue, whatsoever, what the woman was talking
about.

He could tell that it was something vaguely resembling math or algebra, 
but it was so far beyond his understanding that he didn't even have a name 
for what it was.

* * * * *

The layout of the school was actually easy to follow and the numbering of 
the classrooms made logical sense, so Paul was able to follow his little class
schedule without incident.



Unfortunately, that was the only thing that seemed to go his way.

As Paul moved from one class to another, he felt that he would need to 
understand a lot more about what they were talking about to even reach 
the level where he considered himself to be ignorant... at this point he was
just plain stupid.

He didn't know the answers.

He didn't understand the questions.

The teachers could be up there speaking Kiswahili and he couldn't possibly 
have understood less of what they were talking about.

* * * * *

When it came time for lunch, Paul just followed the tide of students who 
all seemed to be headed in the same general direction. As he walked with 
his eyes cast down, he was feeling pretty disheartened.

"Paul! How's it going?" G asked happily as he approached.

"Not awesome." Paul said despairingly.

"What's wrong?" G asked with immediate concern.

"It's like being in kindergarten and trying to take college classes. That's how
I felt today. I didn't understand anything." Paul said and was embarrassed to
feel tears starting to well in his eyes.

Without hesitation, G pulled him into a hug and quietly said, "It's not that 
big of a deal. We'll get you a tutor to help you get caught up, then you'll be
fine."

'Mmmm. That's nice.'

"But what if I'm not smart enough to learn all this high level stuff?" Paul 
asked in a whisper.

'Just keep holding me like this and I'll find a way to deal.'



"Don't even worry about that. Once you get all tooted, you'll be fine." G 
said with a grin.

"Tooted?" Paul asked as he fought to keep from smiling.

"Yeah, that's what a tutor does, he toots you. Once you're all tooted, you 
won't have any problems." G said confidently.

Paul couldn't help but laugh at the absurd reasoning and returned G's hug 
gratefully.

'Sweet, warm, cute and funny!'

"Hey, guys!" G said happily.

Paul turned to see a boy and a girl, their same age, looking at them with 
surprise.

It was at that moment that Paul realized that he and G had been hugging, 
in the hallway, in front of everyone.

"Nazzy and Vinda, this is Paul." G said casually, as he turned to face them. 
Paul noticed that G kept one arm around him in a casual hug.

"Hi." Paul said cautiously.

"Remember? I told you about them." G said to Paul, seriously.

"Oh, yeah." Paul responded as he realized that they were G's former boy 
and girlfriend.

'Hate them.'

'They hurt G. They must be destroyed.'

'But G doesn't seem to be angry with them, and they seem 
kinda nice.'

'Okay. I'll let them live... for now.'

"Guys. This is Paul, his mom's going to marry my dad." G said frankly.



"Beth's his mom?" Nazzy asked with surprise.

Paul was shocked by the question and asked, "You know my mom?"

"Yeah. She's been dating D for a couple months, now. I was hoping that 
they'd end up together. D needs someone." Nazzy said frankly.

'A couple months?! Where was I during all of this?'

'Oh, yeah. Living my crap life and trying to get along at 
Ghetto High.'

'I wonder what else Mom's been up to while I haven't been 
paying attention.'

"How are you doing, G?" Vinda asked into the silence that followed.

"I'm okay." G said honestly, then casually added, "By the way, I asked dad if 
he'd invite you to the wedding. He already said that he would and that he'd
pay for your airfare if you say that you want to go."

"Is that going to be alright with you?" Vinda asked cautiously.

'Thank you for asking.'

'You may live.'

G smiled at the question, then said, "Well, it's not about me. I know you 
both really like my dad, so whether I'm okay with it or not, you should be 
there to celebrate this with him. But honestly, I had a nice little brooding 
fit for a few days, and now I'm fine."

'G is so cool and so awesome!'

'I don't think I've ever met anyone who was so incredibly 
cool about things.'

"Good." Nazzy said with a smile, then added, "Let's go ahead and eat."

"Right." G said with a grin, then urged Paul to walk with him, maintaining 
an arm around him, much like Nazzy and Vinda, who were walking in front 



of them.

'So, this, whatever G and I have, it's not just going to be 
behind closed doors, where no one else can see it?'

'Scary...'

'...but good.'

* * * * *

Paul wasn't sure if it were something that Nazzy and Vinda had done, or if 
it were the fact that he had been seen with G, but for whatever reason, 
when Paul went to his first class after lunch, the difference was like day 
and night.

The classes weren't any easier for him to understand, but whereas before 
he had felt like an outsider trying to infiltrate a culture of which he had no 
knowledge, now he felt like he was a long lost relation being welcomed 
back into the fold.

No one had spoken one word to him all morning, but for the entire 
afternoon, people were walking up to him, introducing themselves, and 
offering him their help, should he have need of it.

The contrast was stark. The attention was a bit overwhelming... and 
somewhat intoxicating.

Paul had never been what you would call 'popular'. He supposed it was a 
side effect of his switching schools so often. Even so, he never really 
harbored a desire to be part of the 'in' crowd. The idea had never appealed 
to him. But now that he found himself in a situation where people seemed 
to notice his existence, he had to admit that he liked it.

* * * * *

"Are you up for a walk?" G asked as he approached Paul in the hallway.

"Yeah. I guess." Paul said with surprise at the strange question.



"There's a van that we can take to get a ride home. But on a day as nice as 
this, I feel like walking." G said happily.

Paul broke into a smile at G's infectious good mood and followed along.

* * * * *

When G had asked him if he were up for a walk, Paul had assumed that he 
meant emotionally or temperamentally, not physically.

It was a LONG walk.

Even so, there was a chill in the air which was invigorating and autumn was
in full force, creating nearly breathtaking scenery.

When they finally arrived at the house and walked around to G's 'room', 
they were surprised to find a note taped to the double doors.

The note simply instructed them not to change clothes and come directly 
to the study.

G and Paul stopped long enough to deposit their backpacks, then hurried 
through the hallway into the main house.

* * * * *

"Where have you been?" D demanded as they walked in.

'Uh, oh. He's not happy.'

'It looks like now we get to see the dark side of D.'

'I hope it's not too bad. I really want to keep on liking him.'

"We decided to walk home. Have you been out there? It's beautiful!" G said 
seriously.

D's serious mood gave way to a smile and he quietly admitted, "I suppose it 
is."

'Wait.'



'What?'

'That's it?'

'I've seen kids get beat black and blue for a whole lot less.'

'G answers your question and you're fine with it?'

'I need some time to deal with this new concept.'

"What did you need us for?" G asked curiously.

"While I was making plans for our trip, Beth mentioned that she and Paul 
don't have passports. So I pulled a few strings and I have someone waiting 
to take their passport photos so we can get them rushed. We need to be 
going." D said as he stood from behind his desk.

"You don't have a passport?" G asked Paul in surprise.

'Give me a break! We were lucky if Mom had enough money
for gas to get to work!'

'Trips outside the country never really came up as a 
possibility.'

'Not even in my wildest dreams.'

"I've never needed one." Paul finally responded.

From the expression on G's face, such a thing was nearly inconceivable to 
him.

'We're from two different worlds.'

'Do we have enough in common to make things work?'

'Will we care enough to try?'

"We can talk about it in the car." D said as he hurried past them.

"What about dinner? We're starving." G said quickly as he followed.

'Okay. We do have things in common.'



'And G isn't hung up on the rich and poor thing.'

'I need to learn not to be touchy about it.'

'We come from different worlds.'

'So what?'

'I mean, what fun would it be if we were exactly the same?'

"We'll pick something up in town." D said over his shoulder, then called into 
the lounge as he passed, "Beth! They're here! We're leaving!"

"On my way!" Paul's mother called as she hurried to join the group that was 
walking briskly toward the enormous front doors.

* * * * *

"I suppose that while we're out, we'd better go ahead and buy the things 
that we'll be needing for the trip. You'll need a variety of warm clothes to 
endure the climate on the Scottish highlands." D said frankly as he drove.

"It's not like we're going to be hiking to get there." G said frankly.

'Scottish highlands...'

'Oh. My. God!'

'This is going to be amazing!'

"No. But you still need to take the dank weather into account. Even inside, 
it's best to wear a few extra layers." D countered.

G reluctantly nodded his agreement.

"Would you mind taking Paul to buy his things? You know what he'll need." D
asked his son hopefully.

'Buy things for Paul?'

'Like some big charity case?!'



'Hold on...'

'Don't be touchy about it.'

'They're not saying that they need to buy poor little Paul 
new clothes because he doesn't have anything decent to 
wear.'

'We're going someplace cold. They're going to buy me 
warmer clothes. It's just that simple.'

'Chill.'

"Yeah. No problem. And I was wanting to pick up an OVA to go with that 
classic anime series that I just bought." G said with a grin.

'G, if I didn't love you before...'

'Oh crap! No, I didn't mean that!'

'Really!'

'I didn't.'

'...'

'Crap.'

"Those things will rot your mind." D said in a tone of long suffering.

"Most things that are fun will do that." G said in his defense.

Rather than respond, D glanced at Paul in the rearview mirror and asked, 
"How was your first day of school?"

'What?'

'Me?'

'What was the question?'

"He's going to need a tutor." G said seriously.

"Oh? Is something wrong?" D asked with concern.



"Only that he's expected to already know stuff that he's never been taught 
before." G said frankly.

"I'll make arrangements for that. You're both going to be out of school all 
next week, so I'll set it up for as soon as we get back." D said seriously.

'Just like that?'

'No screaming or threats about grades, just... Oh, I'll get 
you some help with that...'

'Freakin amazing!'

"You can hang in there for two more days, can't you?" G asked Paul casually.

Paul thought about how the second half of his day had gone, then quietly 
responded, "Yeah. I think I'll be alright."

"Good." D said with satisfaction, then thought to ask, "Paul. Adoption. Yes? 
No? Maybe?"

"Huh?" Paul asked in surprise.

'I think I missed a whole lot of something there.'

'I mean, did someone just bump the fast forward button 
and skip us into a whole new conversation without me 
noticing?'

'Adoption?'

"We can't do anything until after the wedding, but be thinking about it. 
Would you like to be adopted? Would you like to have your name changed? 
Let me know." D said seriously.

G broke into laughter at Paul's flummoxed expression.

'Adoption?'

"Way to go, Dad! Skip the foreplay and go right for the goal!" G said in 
delight.



"It's worked for me, so far." D said, then glanced lovingly at Beth, at his 
side.

"Ewww! I did not need that mental image." G said with a grimace.

"You're the one who brought up 'foreplay'." D said in his defense.

G thought about it for a moment, then turned to Paul and said, "I was 
hungry, until he said that."

'Adoption?'

* * * * *

The stop at the photographer's took only a few minutes. Apparently, D had 
been able to arrange everything in advance and all they had to do was sit 
for the actual pictures.

From there, they went immediately to a nice restaurant. After all their 
rushing around, it was nice to be able to stop and catch their breath for a 
little while.

There was a little casual conversation before G finally asked his father, 
"Where did you two meet? You never said."

"Three, no, I guess it was four months ago, now, Beth and I noticed that we
seemed to take lunch at the same time and since we both tended to sit at 
the lunch counter, more often than not, we'd be seated next to each other. 
We started talking. And one thing led to another..." D finished with a shrug.

"So Meg Ryan's right? It can happen just like that?" G asked with surprise.

'A Meg Ryan reference?'

'Does G, perhaps, have some viewing habits that don't 
revolve around big boobed schoolgirls and giant robots?'

'Then again, I don't know what Meg Ryan's been up to in the
last few years...'

D and Beth broke into laughter at the same time at the question.



When their food arrived, the conversation turned to more general topics.

The shopping that followed was like a whirlwind.

The register totals were numbers that were beyond Paul's comprehension, 
but each time, G simply handed over his credit card as though it were an 
everyday happening.

Beyond that, Paul was overwhelmed by the sheer volume of what they 
purchased. He didn't have any idea of where they were going to put it all.

Finally, he concluded that D's car must be able to defy the laws of physics, 
because somehow, everything ended up fitting neatly into the trunk... or 
boot, as D referred to it.

As they were heading back to the house, Paul once again found himself 
questioning reality.

He had never before in his life had the experience of going into a store and
being able to buy anything that caught his eye. Of course, he couldn't 
overcome a lifetime of conditioning, so he didn't really make any frivolous 
purchases. But, even so, being able to select the clothing and shoes that he
wanted without regard to price was something beyond his wildest dreams.

G did have to nudge Paul a few times to get what he wanted rather than 
the cheapest option available. But, for the most part, Paul selected the 
things that he needed for the trip, picking out the color and style that he 
really wanted.

* * * * *

When they got back to the house, Paul was surprised to find that G had, 
indeed, bought the OVA that he had told his father about. It turned out 
that the DVD was a continuation of the classic anime that they had 
watched the previous evening.

At one point during the video, G shifted around on the couch and ended up 
with his head on Paul's lap.



It was totally innocent and Paul supposed that G might not even be aware 
of what he was doing, he was just trying to find a comfortable position.

After a moment to consider, Paul rested back, as his hand absently stroked 
G's hair.

More gore. More tentacles. More giant robots fighting. And, of course, more
big boobed schoolgirls.

'Like the song says "Sweet Dreams are made of this..."'

* * * * *

The next morning, Paul and G woke, had breakfast, took their showers, 
then caught a ride in the van to school.

For whatever reason, Paul didn't feel the same anxiety that he had the day 
before about not understanding the lessons. Instead, he listened intently to
the material that was being presented and started to get a sense of what 
they were studying... except the math. He still didn't have the first clue as 
to what that was about.

At lunch, he once again met up with G, Nazzy and Vinda. Where their lunch
the previous day had been slightly tense, today it was as relaxed as if the 
four of them had been best friends forever.

The remainder of the school day flew by, as Paul began to relax around his 
new classmates and started forming relationships with them.

As they walked out of the school and started walking toward the van that 
would take them home, G spotted his dad's car.

* * * * *

As soon as they got into the car, G cautiously asked, "What's going on, Dad?"

"The three of us need to get fitted for suits." D said as he pulled away from 
the school.



"Ungh. I was trying to forget about that." G groaned.

'I wonder if it's any more difficult than buying a pair of 
new pants...'

'Come to think of it, I don't think I've ever had new pants...
just used pants that were new to me.'

'Oh, well. How bad could it be?'

"Do you think I'll ever hear the end of it if your great grandmother sees you 
at the wedding looking less than respectable?" D asked frankly.

"I suppose not. But I don't have to like it." G reluctantly agreed.

"I'm not asking you to like it. I'm just asking you to do it." D said frankly.

"It's a deal." G said, then let out a long sigh of resignation.

"Are you okay, Paul?" D asked with concern.

"I've never done anything like this before. Is there anything I need to 
know?" Paul asked cautiously.

"No. Just stand still while your measurements are taken. That's about it." D 
said frankly.

"Yeah. But first you try on about a dozen or so suits that all look just about 
the same to find the ones that you're going to get." G groused.

"I'm sure it'll go faster if you're not insisting that you want to be a cowboy." 
D said with a barely contained smile at his son.

Paul leaned over in his seat to look at G, in the front passenger seat, with 
question.

"That's not going to be a problem, this time." G quietly assured his father.

Paul settled back into his seat with a warm smile at the thought.

'G as a cowboy...'



'...I bet that would be glorious.'

* * * * *

Getting the suits fitted wasn't as bad as G had let on.

It was worse.

They were in the tailor's shop for hours.

D insisted that they try on ALL the available selections, many of them, 
multiple times.

It wasn't until the end of it all that the tailor thought to mention that he 
couldn't guarantee that he'd have all the suits altered by the following 
Monday.

For a moment, Paul thought D was going to lose his cool. But instead, D 
calmly told the tailor that he would pay an extra one thousand dollars, 
over and above the price of the suits if, and only if, ALL the suits were 
ready to pick up Monday afternoon.

The dollar signs that appeared in the tailor's eyes were evidence that the 
suits would be ready and waiting for them.

* * * * *

As they left the tailor's shop, all three of them were tired, irritable and 
quite hungry.

"Can we stop for something?" G whined on the way to the car.

"What are you hungry for?" D asked in a less than enthusiastic voice.

"I don't care. Anything." G said in frustration.

"How about you, Paul? What sounds good to you?" D asked with a half-
hearted attempt at a smile in his direction.

"Pizza." Paul answered immediately.



'Wait. Do rich people eat pizza?'

'Do they even know what it is?'

'Well, if I'm going to expose them to one thing from my 
culture, this is a pretty good one.'

D seemed to consider as he climbed into the driver's seat, then turned to 
his son and asked, "Is that okay with you?"

"Anything." G reiterated.

"Pizza it is!" D said as he started the car.

* * * * *

When they arrived at the restaurant, Paul was surprised that it wasn't one 
of the fast food pizza chains. It was, in fact, an old fashioned, sit-down, 
Italian restaurant.

"Have we been here before?" G asked as they got out of the car.

"I don't think you have, but I've eaten here a few times." D said as he led 
the way.

Before they reached the front door, Paul caught the scent of something 
delicious. His stomach let out a loud growl to announce that it had also 
noticed.

"Mr. D! How good to see you again! Come, I have your usual table." The host
said happily and immediately ushered them through the moderately busy 
restaurant to a secluded booth.

"A few times?" G asked his father curiously.

"Maybe more than a few." D said with a guilty smile.

* * * * *

The pizza was nothing short of perfection.



Paul ate until he was sure that he was going to explode. And, even then, he
wished that he could eat more. It was just that good.

"I feel like I could sleep for a week." G groaned as they slowly walked 
toward the car.

"You've just got one more day of school, then you're going to be off for an 
entire week." D said as he opened his car door.

"Right." G said unenthusiastically.

"And don't forget that you're going to need to get your homework from all 
your classes, so you won't be behind when we get back." D said frankly.

"Ungh!" G said as he dropped into the passenger seat.

"Paul... I don't know what to say in your case. I think we'll just get you 
sorted out when we get back." D said frankly.

"I think I'll just take my school books with me so I can try to get caught up 
to where they are in my classes." Paul said thoughtfully, then added, 
"Except in math. I can't even figure out the first page of the book. I'm going
to need help on that."

"Like I said, we'll work on getting you a tutor when we get back. But 
maybe, until then, you could get G to help you. He's always been good at 
math. Maybe he'll be able to explain things to you." D said honestly.

"We can try." Paul said uncertainly, not wanting to commit G to doing 
something that he might not want to do.

* * * * *

"How are you doing?" Paul asked, as they finally walked into G's room.

"Okay, I guess. I just hate doing boring stuff like that." G said as he walked 
directly to his bedroom, shedding his school uniform along the way.

"Well, that should be it, shouldn't it? I mean, that was the last really boring 



thing that we're supposed to do, right?" Paul asked hopefully.

"No. There are probably going to be lots of really boring things, one after 
another, before this whole wedding thing is done." G said frankly.

Paul froze in place when he realized that G wasn't stopping his undressing.

"I'm not mad at you." G said as he turned to face Paul, then continued, "I'm 
not mad at anyone, really. I just... it puts me in a bad mood."

"Yeah. I get that." Paul said slowly as he watched G take off his underwear.

"Thanks." G said with a smile, then glanced down at his naked body before 
looking back at Paul and asking, "Care to join me?"

Paul nearly broke into laughter at the casually asked question, but was able
to hold it back and instead answered, "Yeah. Okay."

* * * * *

Paul was nervous at first, but in time, he more or less forgot about his 
nudity as he focused more and more of his attention on the horrible 
Japanese cartoon that G had put in the player.

It was ghastly. And not in a gory or exciting way. The animation was 
annoyingly bad, the story made no sense at all, the dialogue was idiotic 
and it seemed to go on and on from one embarrassingly bad episode to the 
next.

As Paul felt himself drifting into sleep, he had to admit that he kind of 
missed the big boobed schoolgirls and their giant robots.

* * * * *

"Good morning." G said softly, causing Paul to open his eyes.

"Good morning." Paul said with a smile.

"You know, if we kissed right now, things might get kinda weird between 
us." G said frankly.



'Okay!'

'I'm awake!'

'I guess the ball's in my court.'

"I'm the uptight one. I think that if I were going to get weird about things, I 
would have done it by now." Paul said honestly.

'That was a nice, respectable return.'

'If I'm going to keep using tennis metaphors, I really should 
learn more about the game.'

"You've been close a few times, haven't you?" G asked with a smile.

"A few." Paul admitted.

"So it's okay?" G asked cautiously.

"Just, if it does get weird for a little bit, don't give up on me. Okay? It 
doesn't have anything to do with how I feel about you." Paul asked 
hopefully.

"What does it have to do with?" G asked curiously.

"How I feel about me, maybe... I don't know." Paul said honestly, then 
added, "I just don't want you to think that if I'm acting strange that I'm 
actually thinking 'Ewww gross!'"

"Yeah. Okay." G quietly agreed.

After a moment of staring into each other's eyes, Paul quietly asked, "Are 
you going to do it or not?"

"I guess I'd better." G said with a grin, then moved in to give Paul a 
delicate, gentle kiss.

A sudden blaring beeping sounded as soon as their lips met.

"What?! Do you have a virgin alarm?" G asked as he backed away.



Paul broke into laughter at the question.

G climbed over the back of the couch and turned off the alarm clock.

"We'd better get dressed and get in to breakfast." G said regretfully.

"This, first." Paul said as he climbed over the couch, then pulled G into a 
firm kiss.

* * * * *

After breakfast, G and Paul had their showers... separately... but each 
enjoyed the view when the other came out of the bathroom.

The fact of the matter was that they were on a somewhat strict timetable 
and didn't have time to do more than look.

At school, the morning passed without incident, the only thing on Paul's 
mind the entire time was the sensation of that kiss.

When the lunch bell finally sounded, Paul automatically went to the 
cafeteria where he knew that he would find G, Nazzy and Vinda.

As Paul walked into the cafeteria, there was a sudden roar of 'Surprise!'.

Yes, he was, in fact, surprised. He was pretty sure that his heart might 
have skipped a beat or two.

'What does a heart attack feel like?'

'What were the symptoms, again?'

Then he was uncertain if the surprise had been intended for him.

He looked around, there was no one behind him, and everyone seemed to 
be focused on him.

Nazzy walked up to stand beside him, then said, "Paul. I'm sorry it took us a
few days to put this together, but we just wanted to welcome you. 
Everyone! This is Paul, he's G's new brother. If you haven't talked to him 



yet, make sure you introduce yourselves!"

Just that moment, Paul would have been quite content to crawl under the 
nearest table and die.

"C'mon. We got you cake." Nazzy said with a grin at him, then led him by 
the arm over to the table where Vinda and G were sitting.

"Surprise." G said with a grin.

"Did you know about this?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Vinda told me about it during second period." G said frankly.

Before Paul could question further, he was approached by a series of people
welcoming him to the school.

* * * * *

Afternoon, after school, dinner... they all flew by.

Paul was riding the high of having a truly good day.

"It's nice to see you happy, like this." G said as they sat on the couch.

"I'm not used to feeling this way. How can I keep this feeling?" Paul asked 
curiously.

"Short answer, you can't. Life is full of hills and valleys. You just seem to 
have found a pretty nice mountaintop, today." G said with a grin.

"I'm scared that I'm going to wake up and find out that this was all a 
dream." Paul said honestly.

'There, I did it. If this is really a dream, then saying so will
probably cause it to all come crashing down...'

'Is it too late to take it back?'

"Well, if that happens, then I guess that when you wake up you'll just have 
to work to make it a reality." G said warmly.



"How do you do it? You seem to be happy pretty much all the time." Paul 
asked curiously.

"Wasn't that you who was with me yesterday, at the tailor's shop?" G asked 
cautiously.

Paul laughed, then said, "That would have made anyone miserable, even 
the perpetually happy G."

The smile fell off G's face, and Paul noticed.

"What's wrong?" Paul asked curiously.

"A smile doesn't always mean that you're happy. Sometimes it's there to 
hide that you aren't." G said quietly.

After a moment to consider that, Paul quietly asked, "Wanna talk?"

"No. Not really." G answered honestly.

"Wanna kiss?" Paul asked with an impish grin.

"Who's the alpha, here?" G asked with the beginning of a smile.

"You are. Without a doubt." Paul said before hooking an arm around G and 
pulling him close.

"Okay. Just so we're clear on that." G said before giving up his resistance.

'Dream or not, just as long as we get to keep on doing this,
I'm fine with it.'

* * * * *

Although both boys might have been willing to do more, they were also 
equally uncertain if doing too much, too soon might damage or destroy 
their developing relationship.

In the end, they did nothing more than kiss. However, when they went to 
sleep that night, they did sleep cuddled together.



* * * * *

"It's Saturday. What are we supposed to do today?" Paul asked curiously, as 
he stroked G's head, which was laying on his chest.

"Whatever we want, mostly." G said frankly.

"Mostly?" Paul asked curiously.

"Dad might have something planned, especially with us leaving next week. 
But I don't think he's said anything to me about it." G said honestly.

"Let me out. I need to pee." Paul said as he started to sit up.

"Kiss first." G said with a grin.

Paul obliged with a quick kiss, then hurried to get off the couch.

* * * * *

"So, Dad, do you have any big plans for today?" G asked, once they were all 
seated around the dining room table.

"I have about a thousand little odd and end things that I need to get put in 
order before I leave." D said honestly.

"I meant, do you have any plans for us?" G asked frankly.

"Not a plan, so much, but if you wanted to, we could go out and play with 
the trains this afternoon." D said with a smile.

"We haven't done that for a while, and Paul hasn't seen them yet. Yeah. 
Let's do that." G said happily.

"What do you guys say we do that after lunch?" D asked with an honest 
smile.

"Yeah. We'll be there." G said confidently.

Paul watched the exchange silently. Although he hadn't ever personally 



played with anything like model cars or trains, he'd seen them before. He 
never could figure out what anyone could find to enjoy about them.

"Did you boys remember to get all your school work for while you'll be 
gone?" Beth asked curiously.

"I got mine." G said simply.

"I'm still not to the point where I'm able to do the lessons that they're 
assigning, right now. But I brought my books so that I can maybe get closer 
to being caught up before we get back." Paul said seriously.

"I've already talked to the school and they know that I'm going to be hiring 
a tutor for Paul, so they'll be willing to be flexible until he's had a chance 
to catch up." D interjected.

"Paul, just be sure to let us know if you need anything, alright?" Beth asked 
her son gently.

"I will." Paul assured her.

'It's weird. It's not them yelling at me, telling me that I 
need to get better grades, or else. It's me, saying that I'm 
going to handle it and them offering their help and 
support.'

'I think this is beyond any dream that I could have come up 
with...'

'...an alternate reality, maybe?'

* * * * *

At lunch, both father and son seemed to be excited by the prospect of 
playing with their trains, which increasingly baffled Paul. He was happy 
enough to tag along, if nothing else, to enjoy their enjoyment. But he fully 
expected that after a few minutes that he would probably be bored.

"You're going to love this." G said as he led the way out the back door of the
house (which happened to be normally sized), and across the expanse of 



wide open lawn.

"Where are we going?" Paul asked curiously.

'Down the rabbit hole?'

'Through the looking glass?'

'Note to self: Beware the Red Queen.'

"It's right over there, that out building." D said as he pointed.

The building was just coming into view, having been on the other side of a 
slight rise.

"How big is this place, anyway?" Paul asked as he looked around.

"Just over a thousand acres." D said casually.

Paul didn't have any way of responding to that because the scale of it was 
too immense for him to really comprehend.

* * * * *

When they walked into the building, it took a moment for Paul's eyes to 
adjust to the much dimmer light. But when his eyes finally did adjust, he 
had to blink his eyes to confirm what he was seeing.

Trains.

Real, full sized, trains.

On tracks.

"These are steam engines. One of these days, when we can spare the time, 
we'll go ahead and fire one up for you and take it out for a spin." D said 
cheerfully.

"A spin?" Paul asked in astonishment.

"Yeah, this track runs all the way out to the lake at the far side of the 



property." G said happily.

"Lake." Paul parroted.

"Hey, Dad. Is it okay if I fire mine up?" G asked hopefully.

"That's fine. But remember that you have to stay out here with it until the 
pressure's down to a safe level. You can't just walk off and leave it." D said 
firmly.

"I won't." G promised, then turned to Paul and quickly said, "Come on!"

Paul glanced at D uncertainly, then walked to follow G across the large 
building to the far side of the second steam locomotive.

'Their train set is made up of real trains.'

'Real, actual trains...'

'Just how freakin rich are these people?!'

* * * * *

By the time Paul joined him, G was already working to get a fire started.

"What is it?" Paul asked cautiously.

To him, it looked like a church's pipe organ and one of the steam 
locomotives had sex... and this thing, whatever it was, was the resulting 
offspring.

"It's a calliope. It's real! Dad bought it for me and we restored it." G said 
proudly.

"What do you need for me to do?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Give me a minute to get the fire started, then you can start handing me 
firewood. Mine's woodburning, instead of coal." G explained.

'Yeah, because burning coal in your pipe organ would just 
be silly.'



* * * * *

When G said that he was ready, Paul brought him pieces of wood so that G 
could feed them into the base of a large cannister which looked something 
like a primitive water heater. And, from what little Paul knew about steam 
engines, that's probably what it was.

G kept checking the gauges of the thing until he finally announced, "It's 
ready!"

"Ready for what?" Paul asked cautiously.

G flashed him a huge grin, then ran around to the other side of the wagon 
and opened a panel to reveal something like a piano keyboard.

Before Paul could do much more than register the fact, G began to play.

The first steam whistle to go off nearly made Paul jump out of his skin and 
pee his pants simultaneously. He had never in his life heard such a loud 
noise.

When the next whistle went off, in a different pitch, Paul realized that 
what G was playing was a legitimate musical instrument, albeit, an 
insanely loud one.

As he listened, Paul flashed back on the 'Dark Carnival' motif in G's room 
and thought that the calliope fit in with it perfectly (and loudly).

When G finally finished, he walked to Paul and said... something.

"Huh?" Paul screamed in response.

G rolled his eyes, then said something else.

"Huh?" Paul screamed again.

It was only then that G realized that Paul wasn't kidding.

G chewed his lower lip for a moment as he considered what he should do, 
then took off running, to the other side of the building.



"Huh?" Paul called after him.

'If this were a dream, that would've woken me up. No 
doubt.'

'So, I guess that's settled.'

* * * * *

"How are you doing, Paul?" D asked with concern.

"It's still ringing, but I can hear you now." Paul said honestly.

"Next time, he'll have to move the calliope outside before playing it. Even 
without the noise problem, depending on which way the wind is blowing we
can get smoked out of here." D said honestly.

"He's not mad at me, is he?" Paul asked cautiously.

D chuckled, then said, "He's probably worried that you're mad at him... for 
destroying your eardrums."

"No. I'm glad that he shared that with me. Just, next time, I'll have to 
remember to wear earplugs or something." Paul said honestly.

"I'll see to it that we have some on hand before the next time." D assured 
him.

"Thanks for taking me out here and showing me this." Paul said sincerely.

"Remember, next time, I'm going to get you to help me fire it up. We're 
going to take this thing for a spin." D said happily.

"Yeah. Sounds good." Paul said with a smile, then added, "I'd better get 
back to G before he thinks that I'm mad at him or something."

'Even if my mom weren't going to marry him, I'd still want 
him to be my... I don't know if I'll ever be able to call him 
that.'

'But if I were ever going to call anyone that, I would want 



it to be him.'

* * * * *

As they walked into the living room of G's 'room', G quietly asked, "Are your
ears still ringing?"

"Yeah. But it's better than it was. Don't worry about it." Paul said with a 
smile.

"I'm sorry. Okay?" G asked anxiously.

"Okay." Paul said with a reassuring smile, then moved in to give G a firm 
kiss.

The kiss didn't last that long, but the hug that accompanied it continued on
and on.

"I'm okay. Really." Paul quietly soothed.

"I never want to hurt people." G said as he enjoyed the hug.

"You bring joy into the life of everyone who knows you." Paul said softly.

"Maybe you don't know the real me." G said in almost a whisper.

"And maybe I do." Paul countered gently.

'I could stay like this forever.'

* * * * *

That night was more about comfort than passion.

There was the occasional kiss, but mostly holding each other through the 
next animated series that G wanted to share with Paul.

This one was better than the last one. Not great, but better.

* * * * *



After waking, the boys went to the main house to find breakfast on the 
dining room table, along with a note, telling them that D and Beth were 
going out for the day.

Paul looked at the food on the dining room table, all of it still piping hot, 
and wondered, not for the first time, who had prepared it.

"That's cool." G finally said, then asked, "What do you want to do today?"

"I don't know. What sounds good to you?" Paul asked in return.

"Let's get naked and watch videos." G said with a smile.

"We did that a couple nights ago." Paul said cautiously, not sure if he were 
missing something.

"Yeah. And it was nice, wasn't it? Wanna do that again? All day?" G finished 
with a smile.

Paul thought about it for a moment, then said, "Yeah, that actually sounds 
kinda great."

G smiled with accomplishment, then tucked into his meal.

* * * * *

For as tranquil as Sunday had been, Monday came as something of a rude 
shock.

Since they would be leaving for the airport early on Tuesday morning, all 
their packing and preparations would need to be taken care of that day.

At breakfast, D reminded the boys that they would need to go to the 
tailor's shop later in the day to pick up their suits.

Beth then added that she was going to need to stop by the bridal shop for 
her wedding dress.

That caught Paul by surprise.



Although he had intellectually known that his mother was getting married 
in less than a week, somehow the reality of it didn't kick in until she talked
about her wedding dress.

* * * * *

Paul and G weren't too worried about needing to pack for the trip until it 
actually came time to do it. That's when they came to the realization that 
Paul didn't have ANY actual luggage.

For all the times Paul had moved from apartment to apartment, he had 
always done so using cardboard boxes and plastic bags.

As soon as the discovery was made, they returned to the main house and 
Beth realized that she, too, had no luggage, whatsoever.

Although D suggested that Beth drive the boys into town to get the luggage 
and that G use his credit card to pay for it, Beth was kind enough to point 
out that D needed to be present to try on his new suits at the tailor's shop.

With that decided, everyone went to work, doing as much as they could, 
within the constraints of their individual circumstances, until it was time to
go into town.

* * * * *

Along with getting the luggage and picking up the suits and the wedding 
dress, G also suggested that they take a moment to buy a few 'comfortable'
things to wear during their trip. At first the adults resisted the idea, but G 
finally won them over by reminding them about how long they would be 
traveling, not only in the air, but also waiting in one airport after another, 
for their connecting flights to depart. It's miserable enough to have to do it
at all, but it's that much worse when you have things binding, chafing, 
riding up, falling down or refusing to stay fastened.

When they got back to the house, it was a mad dash to get everything done
that they needed to before the end of the night.

As soon as the last suitcase was packed and put on the stack by the front 



door, the boys collapsed on the couch, in front of the TV. Something was 
playing, something animated, for certain, an anime, most likely, but Paul 
was too exhausted to even pay attention to it.

Both Paul and G automatically snuggled together and almost immediately 
fell into a restful, and much needed, sleep.

* * * * *

They were up well before sunrise, but due to all their hard work the night 
before, they had time to enjoy a delicious and satisfying breakfast before 
having to load the car and leave for the airport.

Once again, Paul wondered who had prepared their wonderful meal, and 
very nearly asked, but when D started outlining their proposed 
arrangements for the day, it slipped his mind.

* * * * *

Paul was nervous.

Although he wouldn't admit it to anyone else, since he had never flown 
before, he didn't know how he was going to handle the experience.

The first flight was, by far, the most terrifying.

Part of that was the fact that it was his first flight.

But to compound the anxiety, they were taking a commuter flight to a 
larger, regional airport. The little two-engine mosquito of a plane seemed 
to jump and drop, tip and tilt, for no apparent reason.

When he first got onto the plane, Paul was very careful to school his 
expression and not divulge just how scared he was.

By the time they landed, he didn't care who knew, and he wanted to kiss 
the solid, unmoving ground beneath his feet to celebrate their landing.

The wait time between the commuter and the commercial passenger jet 



wasn't terribly long. The parents had time to sip some coffee and the boys 
were each able to enjoy an insanely sweet, hot, gooey cinnamon roll that 
was similar in size and weight to a newborn baby.

* * * * *

By the time they landed at the next airport, Paul was more or less a 
seasoned traveler.

Of course, it could be that the amount of sugar he ingested at the previous 
airport was enough to nearly put him into a coma. Either way, Paul's 
anxiety was nearly gone and he was able to relax enough that he fell asleep
for part of the flight.

It didn't hurt that they were traveling first class, so they didn't have to 
suffer some of the discomfort that other passengers, farther back in the 
plane, might be experiencing.

At this airport, they stopped for a while to have a nice relaxed early lunch, 
mainly because they had two and a half hours before their next flight was 
supposed to take off.

Paul was beginning to understand what G had meant about traveling being 
miserable. But he had to admit that it would be that much more so if he 
were wearing uncomfortable clothes.

* * * * *

As they started their trans-atlantic flight, Paul took one of his schoolbooks 
out of his carry-on luggage. The boredom of travel had finally driven him to
it.

The seven hour flight from New York to London provided Paul plenty of 
time to work his way through several subjects and begin to get a 
foundational understanding of the classes that he was enrolled in.

At one point, about three hours in, G even borrowed one of his class books,
just for something to do.



Of course, all schoolwork was temporarily suspended when the inflight 
movie started. It turned out to be a comic book superhero movie, as so 
many were of late. But the best part about it was that neither Paul nor G 
had seen it before.

It wasn't exactly the same as anime, but it was closer than Paul would have
expected.

* * * * *

When their flight arrived in England, it was well after dark and late, at 
least according to the local time.

That was perfectly fine with Paul.

Even though he had done very little in the way of physical activity that day,
he felt as though he could easily sleep for a week.

D had already arranged everything, so their limo driver was waiting for 
them and very skillfully and professionally attended to their luggage.

* * * * *

Paul was surprised that when they got into the back of the limousine, that 
there was a picnic basket waiting for them, filled nearly to overflowing 
with all kinds of delectable treats.

As the limo ride wore on, Paul better understood why the food had been 
provided. They kept driving and driving, for nearly two hours, before finally
arriving at their hotel. If the driver hadn't provided the basket of food, all 
of them might well have withered away to nothing.

* * * * *

The hotel room was posh, no doubt.

The staff were courteous and accommodating.

Paul and G couldn't really find anything wrong with it, except... that they 



had been given separate rooms.

So, that night, as tired as they were from traveling, and as nice and 
comfortable as their beds were, neither of them slept worth a damn.

* * * * *

Beth was full of good cheer the next morning, nearly 'glowing'. D was happy
to see that she was happy. The boys... not so much.

Neither slept well. Neither was in a good mood. And they both gave the 
same blank disbelieving stares at D when he announced that they were 
going to spend the day touring London. With looks alone, they questioned 
D's fitness as a father, his sanity, and his value as a human being.

Nonetheless, they dutifully carried on with preparing. They had breakfast 
in the hotel, then piled into the limousine to see the sights.

Paul's mood brightened as he began to get into the spirit of the occasion. It
took longer for G to come around, but as he watched Paul's childish wonder
grow, he warmed to the experience.

They visited the Tower of London, saw Westminster Abbey, Big Ben, and St. 
Paul's Cathedral, and even witnessed the Changing of the Guard ceremony 
at Buckingham Palace.

As the day drew to a close, they were all well and truly exhausted, but in a
good way.

* * * * *

Paul had just finished climbing into bed when he heard a light tapping on 
his door.

"Come in." He said quietly, hoping beyond hope that it was G.

There was a long quiet moment, then the door opened just enough for G to
peek inside.



"Is it okay if I come in?" G asked uncertainly.

'Silly question.'

"Yeah. Of course." Paul said with a smile.

"I'm not... I mean, I don't need people. I'm okay being alone..." G said with 
difficulty.

'G being uncertain is a rare sight.'

'I'm honored that he trusted me enough to allow me to see 
it.'

Paul tried to restrain his smile as he said, "Why don't you climb in here with
me and tell me about it."

"Okay. Yeah." G said with a grin.

* * * * *

The wakeup the next morning was rude and unwelcomed.

Regardless of their activities in the previous days, the fact of the matter 
was, it was just too flippin early.

As each of them dragged their zombified selves down to the restaurant to 
have breakfast, it was apparent that none of them wanted to be up, right 
then.

"We have to catch an early flight. There should be a car waiting for us 
when we arrive, and that will take us to Darroch Castle." D explained 
between sips of coffee.

"Castle, as in, a real authentic castle?" Paul asked to confirm.

"It's been our family home for... a while, now. My parents and grandparents 
live there, to oversee the place. And one day, when we're ready to retire, 
your mother and I might end up moving there, too." D finished with a smile 
at his bride-to-be.



"Really? That's your family home? You don't sound Irish." Paul said in 
confusion.

'What's that look for?'

'Did I say something wrong?'

"Scottish... there's a difference." D said with a wince, then continued, "Our 
family's from Darroch, but I was born and raised in the states, just like G 
was. We return to the Scottish highlands every so often, as we are able, to 
visit with family and restore the sense of having a foundation, of knowing 
where we came from."

"Must be nice." Paul said under his breath and flashed a dark look at his 
mother.

'Yeah. I'm looking at you.'

'Even if you won't tell me about my dad, what about my 
grandparents or other family? It's not possible that we just 
sprang into existence out of nothing.'

'I want a foundation, too. I deserve it!'

"Us sitting here, sipping coffee, isn't getting us any closer to Darroch." D 
said, not sounding to be much more enthusiastic than the others around 
the table.

* * * * *

Both boys were asleep before the limousine had left London, which was for 
the best.

Beth and D talked quietly about their plans and occasionally one or the 
other of them would stop and look with pride at their sleeping boys.

* * * * *

"You can't be serious. We're flying on that?" G asked when he got out of the 
limousine.



"Unless you can think of a better way for us to get there." D told his son 
frankly.

Paul alternated between pale white and pale green at the sight of the 
small plane.

'Oh crap!'

'Not again!'

'Please don't make me!'

"This made more sense than flying commercial. I chartered this flight so 
that we could transport all of our luggage and not be restricted by anyone 
else's timetable." D said seriously, then a look of question came over his 
face before he continued, "Why am I explaining this to you? Just get on the 
plane."

G rolled his eyes, then started walking to do as he was told.

"Is this thing safe?" Paul asked nervously.

"Yes. I promise." D said with a warm smile at the frightened boy.

'Okay. This once. But if you get me killed, I'm never going 
to trust you again!'

Paul tried to gather his courage, then followed G toward the small plane.

* * * * *

The flight was no more or less harrowing than the commuter flight had 
been on Tuesday. The prop engine plane seemed to jump and drop, pitch 
and yaw to the whims of the winds. Paul's gasps of fright and white 
knuckled grip on the armrests might have been funny in other 
circumstances, but G was unable to find any humor in the situation. About 
a half hour into their flight, G finally gave up his concerns about the 
probable reaction from the parents and leaned in to give Paul a reassuring 
kiss and cuddle him.



Paul's mother was a little bit surprised by the development, but D simply 
took gentle hold of her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

It turned out that G's kiss was all that Paul needed to break him out of the 
cycle of fear that he'd been trapped in. G had essentially 'blown his mind' 
which, under the circumstances, turned out to be a good thing.

* * * * *

"I don't remember this airport. How far is it from here?" G asked his father 
as they got off the plane.

"I don't know in miles, but I'm estimating two to three hours by car." D said 
frankly as he watched their luggage being unloaded.

"That's a lot faster than usual. We should get there while it's still light out." 
G said thoughtfully.

"That's my hope." D said with a smile at his son, then quietly asked, "About 
you and Paul... are you two..."

"Are we what, Dad?" G asked impatiently.

"Getting in too deep?" D asked with concern.

G thought about it for a moment, then quietly said, "Yeah. It looks that 
way."

"Remember, that I'm here if you need me." D said as he looked his son in 
the eyes.

G smiled at his father's reaction, then responded, "I know. Thanks."

* * * * *

"G has heard this before, but it won't hurt for him to hear it again." D said, 
then paused, since their driver seemed determined to find every pothole in
northern Scotland.

'That doesn't sound like something good.'



"Where we'll be visiting is kind of remote..."

"...kind of." G chuckled at the understatement.

'Well, we've been driving for about half an hour and 
haven't seen another living soul. If this isn't remote, I'm 
afraid of what is.'

"It's a fourteenth century castle but, not to worry, it has been outfitted 
with a few of the 'conveniences' of the modern age." D said with a grin at 
G, then continued, "What I wanted to warn you about is, don't go off on 
your own. The Scottish highlands are strangely deceptive. It's incredibly 
easy to become disoriented and lost. And the weather is wholly unforgiving.
Even when you're following a path or staying within sight of the castle, it's 
possible that a sudden mist or storm will come up and leave you with no 
points of reference for you to get yourself back to safety."

"If this were one of those old black and white horror movies, this is where 
he'd be warning us about the ghosts." Paul said to G with a grin.

'Yeah. So I've watched a lot of black and white horror 
movies. We couldn't afford cable.'

D smiled at the comment, then said, "The ghosts are family. You don't have 
to worry about them."

'Was it just me, or did he say that a little bit too seriously?'

"What about Nazzy and Vinda?" G asked suddenly.

"What about them?" D asked cautiously.

"Where are they? I thought you were going to invite them to the wedding!" 
G asked anxiously.

"You're only just thinking of this now?" D asked incredulously.

"I've had a lot on my mind." G said defensively, then asked, "Are they 
coming?"



"I made all the arrangements for them. Nazareth and Ravindra should arrive
tomorrow afternoon or early evening. That will give them a chance to rest 
before the wedding ceremony." D said frankly.

"Oh, good. I just know that they really wanted to be here to see you get 
married." G quietly explained.

"Don't worry. Everything's been taken care of." D said confidently.

Paul was only marginally aware of the conversation. His attention kept 
being drawn to the breathtaking countryside outside his window.

* * * * *

Before long, both the boys were fast asleep as their drive continued on and
on.

Beth and D sat, holding hands and watching their boys sleep. There were 
many things that needed to be done, and many more that needed to be 
discussed. But in that peaceful moment, neither wanted to do anything to 
disrupt the tranquility that they were feeling.

* * * * *

"Boys, we're here." D said gently, not wanting to wake the boys too 
abruptly.

"Already?" G asked sleepily.

"Check your stomach, I'm sure that it's not saying 'Already?'." D said fondly.

"I think it's still asleep." G said groggily.

"Paul?" Beth asked gently.

"Five more minutes." Paul grumbled.

D smiled at the response, then said, slightly louder than necessary, 
"Welcome to Darroch Castle."



Paul's eyes opened suddenly and he looked around with excitement.

In his wildest dreams, Paul couldn't have imagined a more picturesque 
location. It truly was a fourteenth century castle, nestled in amongst some 
of the most beautiful scenery in the world.

'Oh my freakin God! A real castle! Not a movie set or a 
reproduction, but a real castle!'

"G, would you take everyone inside while I show the driver where to put 
the luggage?" D asked his son hopefully.

"Yeah! C'mon! I want you to meet Grandma and Grandpa!" G said with 
uncharacteristic enthusiasm.

Paul smiled at his happiness and followed along.

'It makes me happy to see him happy.'

'Is that too syrupy?'

'I don't care. It's true.'

"I'll be in in just a moment." D assured his bride-to-be, then gave her a kiss 
before going to attend to the driver.

* * * * *

As Paul walked through the dim corridors, the thought came to him that 
the castle wasn't really all that different from the 'museum' back home. 
The walls were made of rougher stone than the smooth polished granite, 
but the overall effect was just about the same.

"Grandma!" G said joyfully as he ran into the great hall. The room was 
enormous and Paul couldn't help but flash back, yet again, to the old black 
and white horror movies.

"G! We didn't expect you this early. You've grown like a weed, you have." G's
grandmother said with delight as G hugged her.



"D said that he was going to try that new airstrip that they opened earlier 
this year. It seems to have shaved a few hours off the travel time." An older
gentleman said as he approached.

"Grandpa!" G said happily and immediately switched his hug.

Beth and Paul were watching the scene before them unfold with matching 
smiles.

'This must be what he was like when he was five years old.'

"Mom, Dad, I'd like for you to meet my fiancee, Beth and her son, Paul." D 
said as he walked into the room.

"Well! Look at you! Aren't you a pretty little thing. And I hear that you'll be 
havin a wee baby soon." D's mother said warmly.

"Yes, Ma'am. In about six months." Beth said timidly.

"Beth, Paul, may I introduce my parents, my father, J and my mother, B."

"You're kidding!" Paul blurted out in astonishment.

'Oops! Mouth, you're not supposed to start working until I 
tell you to.'

'But still, G's grandparents and D's parents are J and B?'

'Well, I guess that means that there's only twenty-two 
members of the family left for me to meet.'

"That's short for Jason and Beatrice." B said with a grin at him.

"Jay and Bea... Okay, I guess." Paul said reluctantly, not quite willing to 
accept it fully.

'That makes sense, Jason is J, Beatrice is B, Gwayne is G... 
so what's D's real name?'

"Your grandmother is taking a nap, right now. You'll be able to visit with her,
later." D's father, J said with a smile.



At Paul's look of confusion, G explained, "He was talking to Dad about my 
great-grandma, Grandma Gruit."

"We'll have time enough to catch up on things. Just now you probably need 
to be resting up after your long trip. Come along, let me show you to your 
rooms. Everything should be ready." B fussed.

"Thanks, Mom." D said warmly as he followed behind her.

* * * * *

"I hope you boys won't be minding if we put you in a room together. We've 
got the whole family showing up in the next day or two." B asked as she 
slowly led the way up an enormous staircase.

"That'll be fine, Grandma." G said as he fought to restrain his smile.

'Yeah. We'll find some way to make it work.'

The place was big, huge in fact, and there was no doubt that the castle 
was, indeed, centuries old. But Paul couldn't help but notice that it was 
also immaculately clean.

"Boys, once we've been shown to our rooms, I'm going to need your help 
carrying up the bags." D said seriously.

"Okay, Dad." G answered easily.

"It's just down here. We even have electricity in this wing, now." B said 
happily.

"Dad's really getting the place fixed up." D said in an impressed tone.

"He's doing his best to make this old place functional. We don't have a lot of
the new-fangled conveniences, but we have what's important." B said, then
walked to a massive, nearly twelve foot tall, door and lifted the latch 
before forcing the door open with her shoulder. She fumbled just inside the
door and turned on the light switch before stepping aside to allow everyone
else to enter.



"It's beautiful." Beth gasped as she walked into the room.

Paul had another horror movie flashback as he cautiously scanned his 
surroundings.

"I'm glad you think so, dear. This will be your room." B said warmly.

"Thank you. I love it." Beth said excitedly.

"Boys, your room will be just across the hall." B said as she turned back 
toward the door.

"When's dinner? Paul and I are hungry." G asked hopefully.

"Well, you've just missed lunch and dinner's not for quite a while. When 
you're done helping your father with the luggage, why don't you come to 
the sitting room and I'll have a snack all laid out for you." B said warmly.

"Thanks, Grandma!" G said happily, then gave her another hug.

While he was doing that, Paul walked across the hall and lifted the heavy, 
cast iron latch on the door.

He did as B had done and pushed the door with his shoulder to open it. The 
weight of the door was nearly as astonishing as it's size.

The huge double doors back at the 'museum' didn't even compare.

He was surprised when he walked into the pitch black room. It took him a 
moment to remember to feel beside the door for the light switch.

When the lights came on, they revealed a very tidy, very elegant room. All 
that was missing was Boris Karloff, Lon Chaney and, of course, Bela Lugosi.

"Come on. Let's help Dad so we can eat." G said quickly from the doorway.

"Right behind you." Paul said as he turned to follow.

* * * * *



Paul had the sense that the luggage had gotten heavier since they had 
packed it. He also came to the realization that high ceilings meant more 
stairs. Those two things combined assured that when they finally found 
their way to the sitting room for their meal, that they were well and truly 
hungry.

"I thought I'd find you here." D said as he walked into the sitting room with 
Beth at his side.

"This is where the food is." G said unrepentantly.

Paul might have smiled at that if his mouth didn't already have a prior 
commitment.

"Beth and I need to go into town before it gets too late. Would you care to 
go with?" D asked casually, letting it be known with his expression that he 
didn't have a preference in the matter.

G looked at Paul and received a shrug in response.

"I think we've traveled enough for a while. We'll stay here." G said for both 
of them.

"Try to stay out of trouble." D said to his son with a smile.

"You know me." G said with a grin.

"That's why I said try." D responded, then turned to leave.

* * * * *

"Do you want to go exploring?" G asked Paul with a grin.

"What? Like where?" Paul asked cautiously.

'Didn't D say something, just a little bit ago, about not 
getting into trouble?'

"I don't know. Let's see if we can find any secret rooms or a dungeon or 
anything like that. How often do you get to explore a castle?" G implored.



'Interesting point.'

"Haven't you been here a bunch of times?" Paul asked curiously.

"Yeah. But whenever I was here before, Dad thought that I was 'too young' 
to be left unattended. Now that I'm finally old enough, I want to check 
things out!" G said hopefully.

'I'm not sure if this is the way to get your father to see you
as being mature enough to be trusted.'

"Yeah. Two teenagers exploring a fourteenth century castle on their own... 
what could go wrong?" Paul asked with a smile.

* * * * *

"Maybe it used to be a dungeon." G said as they looked around the 
basement room that they had discovered.

"Yeah. And maybe the castle was attacked by washers and dryers and this is
where your family chose to imprison them." Paul retorted.

"Shut up." G grumbled, then led the way out of the room.

Paul smiled at the reaction as he followed, enjoying their exploration.

* * * * *

"No dungeon, no dragons, not even a troll. What a letdown." G said when 
they returned to their room.

"Actually, I'm kinda okay with not finding any of those things." Paul said 
honestly.

"Yeah. Still, I grew up remembering this place with all the rooms that I 
couldn't explore. I've been dreaming about that stuff all my life. Now I'm 
here and... I guess it's disappointing." G said frankly.

"I guess at some point you have to give up on magic." Paul said regretfully 
as he sat heavily on the bed.



"I wouldn't go that far." G said as he sat beside Paul.

"What would you like to do, now?" Paul asked curiously. There wasn't any 
innuendo behind the words, just a simple, honest question.

After a moment to consider, G finally admitted, "A nap sounds really good 
right now."

"That's all I needed to hear." Paul said as he kicked off his shoes then 
scooted over on the bed.

A moment later G was snuggled in at his side.

As they were both drifting to sleep, G whispered, "All of this is magic."

* * * * *

Paul was awakened with a kiss.

"Just like in the fairy tales." Paul thought as he opened his eyes.

"Did you have a good sleep?" G asked with a lazy smile.

"Wonderful. And waking up like that was even better." Paul said happily.

"I was thinking that maybe, if it's not dark already, we could go exploring 
outside." G said hopefully.

'I'm pretty sure I remember D saying something like, to not 
do exactly the thing you're talking about doing.'

"Your dad sounded kinda serious when he said that stuff about us not 
leaving the castle." Paul said anxiously.

"Our dad. And that's not what I was talking about. There's a courtyard 
inside the castle walls where we can go without having to worry about 
getting lost." G explained.

'I can work with that.'

Paul thought for a moment, then broke into a smile before saying, "Yeah. 



That sounds good."

"We'd better hurry. It's not going to be light for much longer." G said as he 
stood.

It took a little effort for Paul to get up from the incredibly comfortable 
bed, but he was eventually able to catch up to G in the hallway.

* * * * *

"Toad!" G said happily as they walked into the great hall.

Paul was puzzled by the exclamation.

G ran across the room and hugged a small boy that Paul hadn't noticed.

"Paul, this is my cousin... our cousin, Toad." G said happily as he finally 
released the smaller boy from his hug.

'Are you sure it's not T?'

'No, of course not. That would be silly.'

As much as Paul wanted to ask about the name, he held his curiosity in 
check and simply said, "Hi, Toad."

The boy appeared to be about eight or nine years old and had the same 
dark hair as G's, although a little longer and somewhat wavy.

The boy looked at Paul, then slowly closed his large, dark eyes then, just as
slowly, reopened them.

'Well, he's not exactly a hookah smoking caterpillar, but I 
think we're almost in that neighborhood.'

"Are your parents here?" G asked as he looked around.

Toad slowly looked upward, then turned his gaze back toward G.

"Yeah. They're probably tired from traveling. I'm glad you're here. Paul and I
were about to go out to the courtyard to explore. Do you want to come 



with us?" G asked hopefully.

Toad slowly closed and reopened his eyes again, apparently in response to 
G's question.

'The kid communicates with eye movements?'

'Curiouser and curiouser.'

"Okay. You're probably tired, too. Maybe next time." G said with a smile, 
then moved in to give the boy another enthusiastic hug.

"I love you, Toad. Remember that." G said quietly, before releasing the boy.

Before Paul could formulate anything to say, G turned to him and quickly 
said, "C'mon. Let's go."

* * * * *

"Can't Toad speak?" Paul asked as they walked through nondescript 
corridors.

"Yeah. He can talk if he wants to, he just doesn't like to, sometimes." G 
answered casually.

G seemed to like the boy and accepted him just the way he was. Paul 
supposed that that was all he really needed to know. Besides, G had 
warned him that the people he'd be meeting might be a little... peculiar.

* * * * *

It seemed as though the courtyard led to another part of the castle that 
was no longer being used.

Not only was it getting too dark for them to do much more than a cursory 
inspection from the outside, but it was getting bitterly cold, too.

By the time they got back inside the house, Paul was incredibly grateful 
that they had taken the time to buy new warm clothes for their trip. 
Although he had been cold before, Paul couldn't remember ever having 



experienced what he would call 'bone chilling' cold.

* * * * *

By the time dinner was served, Paul was beginning to wonder about what 
kind of family his mom was marrying into. Upon entering the dining room, 
Paul had been introduced to Toad's parents, Kathryn and Horst, or 'Kat' and 
'Horse' as they liked to be called.

Then, of course, there was Grandma Gruit. G hadn't been exaggerating 
about her in the slightest. She was thin and elegant with a permanent look 
of disdain etched on her face. When she spoke, it was with the greatest 
care and Paul couldn't help but get the sense that she was carefully 
choosing her words in an attempt to conceal her nefarious plans. She wasn't
rude or threatening in any way, but one thing was for sure. Never, ever, 
under any circumstances, would he accept an apple from that woman.

The food that was served was a bit... old world, for Paul's unrefined tastes.
It wasn't bad. He had no doubt that it was perfectly prepared in every 
detail. It's just that the style of food wasn't something that he was 
accustomed to.

Through the course of dinner, J and B kept the conversation going, filling 
people in about the goings on of absent relatives.

Paul couldn't force himself to pay attention to the talk about people that 
he had never met.

At one point during the meal, Paul looked across the table and found Toad 
smiling at him.

When Toad noticed, he immediately turned his attention back to his eating.

But Paul caught, in that one small glimpse of a smile, why G liked the boy 
so much.

* * * * *

"What do you think is taking your... our... them so long?" Paul asked G 



quietly as they went up the stairs.

"I think they went to town to get all their wedding stuff set up. I don't have
any idea of what all is included in that, but it probably takes a while." G 
said frankly.

"I guess so." Paul said noncommittally.

"And there are some people in town who don't actually like us much. So 
that could slow them down." G added thoughtfully.

"Are we talking torches and pitchforks?" Paul asked cautiously as he stopped
outside their bedroom door.

'Unfortunately, that mental image came to me a bit too 
easily.'

"More like trying to screw us out of our land and our money. I really don't 
know too much about that but Dad keeps up to date on it. You can ask him 
about it sometime if you want." G said as he lifted the latch and shouldered
the door open.

"No. I guess I'm just nervous." Paul said as he followed G into the room.

"Is the weirdness getting to you, too much?" G asked with concern.

'Bing. Bing. Bing. Got it in one! Tell him what he's won, 
Johnny!'

"A little, maybe. I mean, I like your family. Everyone's been really nice. But 
you were right, those people aren't normal." Paul said frankly.

"From what I've seen of it, normal's not all it's cracked up to be." G said 
frankly.

Paul considered that for a moment before nodding his agreement.

'I grew up normal.'

'Every day of my life, so far, has been normal.'



'So I can say with some certainty, normal sucks.'

"And just so you know, you're doing fine. You're a little bit quiet, but I think
everyone understands that. Just get to know them and pretty soon you'll 
see that most of them are alright." G said reassuringly.

'I'm glad to know that I'm passing.'

'Wait. What?'

"Most of them?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Well, yeah. Uncle Pear is kind of a douchebag. And if I ever shook hands 
with Cousin Teek, I'd be sure to count my fingers when I got my hand back. 
But besides them, I think everyone's pretty decent." G said thoughtfully.

'Good to know.'

'Filed for future reference.'

"What about Grandma Gruit? Do you think she'd ever really hurt anyone?" 
Paul asked carefully.

"Yeah. But only if they gave her a reason to. Otherwise, she just polishes 
her mirrors and makes her potions, just like any other grandma." G said 
with a smile.

Paul wanted to laugh, but found that he couldn't.

* * * * *

Despite the nap in the car and another one in the afternoon, both boys 
were tired enough to fall asleep before their parents had arrived back at 
the castle.

The next morning, the boys woke to find that they were still dressed in 
their clothes from the day before.

"Where's the bathroom?" Paul asked curiously as he looked around the 
room.



"I don't know. I guess we'll have to go exploring to find out." G said as he sat
up in bed.

'You don't know? Aren't you supposed to be the fountain of 
all knowledge?'

'Fountain... Don't think about the water... trickling, 
tinkling, splashing...'

'Oh crap!'

"I'm okay with exploring, after I've used the bathroom." Paul said honestly.

"I don't know where the bathroom is in this wing of the house. I haven't 
stayed here before. But if you really have to go, right now, then you can 
just use the bathroom downstairs." G said simply.

'Here are our choices, we either run, right now. Or we can 
wait a minute and float down there.'

"Yeah." Paul said as he slipped on his shoes.

"Hold up. I gotta go, too." G said quickly.

* * * * *

After their business was taken care of, G and Paul returned to the wing of 
the house where their bedroom was located, and did eventually find a very 
nice bathroom at the end of the hall. They didn't know how practical it 
was, considering that it was the only bathroom for seven bedrooms, but 
supposed that considering the alternative, it wasn't too bad.

They enjoyed a nice breakfast with Grandma B and Grandma Gruit, 
although Paul was careful not to leave his plate unattended in Grandma 
Gruit's presence, even for an instant. It's not that he didn't trust G's 
assessment of her, but he felt that it was best to err on the side of caution.

After breakfast, they decided to attempt another exploration of the ruins 
at the far side of the courtyard. However, about five minutes in, the frigid 
cold convinced them that the ruins were perfectly fine left undisturbed.



It wasn't until just before lunch that they caught up with their parents. 
Both boys were surprised to be told that they were expected at a practice 
ceremony in the great hall, promptly at five. When they inquired further, 
they were told that it was going to be a plainclothes run-through of the 
ceremony to get everyone's placement and cues sorted out before the 
actual ceremony the following night.

Neither boy complained, and although they wouldn't admit it to each other,
both of them were kind of excited about being included in the ceremony.

* * * * *

With all the eccentricities of G's family, lunch was surprisingly 
unremarkable. People were laughing and talking and sometimes talking 
over each other. Everyone in the family that Paul had met, so far, attended 
the lunch as well as a few that he hadn't. It turned out that with so many 
people carrying on so many different conversations, that he didn't get the 
opportunity to be introduced. That actually suited him just fine.

At one point during the meal, Paul caught Toad smiling at him again and he 
automatically smiled back. This time, Toad continued to stare at him for a 
moment longer before shyly looking away.

The arrival of Nazzy and Vinda after lunch was something of a surprise to 
Paul. He had actually forgotten that they would be coming. But once the 
surprise had worn off, he was genuinely happy to see them. Not only were 
they people that he at least had something in common with, in that they 
went to the same school and were also his own age, but most importantly, 
they weren't part of the family, so it didn't feel like it was just him against 
everyone else.

Paul and G helped Nazzy and Vinda take their things up to their room, 
while doing so, everyone gave a dramatic retelling about their experiences 
while traveling.

When they went down to the great hall together, it was nearing time for 
the wedding rehearsal. Nazzy and Vinda weren't taking part in the 
ceremony, but they were asked to sit back where the guests would be and 



let them know if they could see and hear well enough.

Paul was mostly just standing around, waiting to be told what to do. When 
that time finally came, he didn't like what he was told.

"You want me to walk up the aisle and drop flower petals?" Paul asked 
incredulously.

'Flower child?'

'Do you want me to wear a ringlet of flowers in my hair 
and sing Twinkle Twinkle Little Star when I get there, too?'

'Damn it, Mom. I'm fifteen!'

"Well, D is going to have G serve as his best man, and I wanted you included
in the wedding, too." His mother explained.

"Mom. I'm giving you away. I don't care what the ceremony says about it, I'm
your family, that's my job. If you need someone to throw flower petals, why
not ask Toad. I bet he'd do a good job." Paul said firmly.

Beth looked at D for a moment with uncertainty, then finally asked, "Would 
you like to walk me up the aisle, too?"

"Yeah. I'd like that." Paul said with a smile.

'Whew! Crisis averted.'

'Sorry, Toad.'

'I'll find a way to make it up to you.'

"Do you want me to ask Toad for you?" G asked his father quietly.

"No. Let's just skip the flower petals. Just my luck, someone would slip and 
fall on them and break their neck on our special day." D said honestly.

"Maybe he could be the ring bearer." G suggested carefully.

"If he eats it, you're going to be grounded... forever." D said firmly.



"Toad will probably be happier just watching the wedding, anyway." G said 
quietly.

* * * * *

Once everyone's roles were defined, all of them took their places.

"Where's Uncle Neese?" D asked as he looked around.

"He probably fell asleep, again." B said in frustration as she went to look for
him.

"Maybe we should have someone else perform the ceremony." D said 
anxiously.

"Great-great-Uncle Neese is the oldest member of the family. Unless he 
declines, it's his rightful honor." J said seriously.

"Is he a minister or something?" Paul asked his mother quietly.

"We had the legal wedding before a judge, yesterday, when we were in 
town. We'll be having the wedding ceremony tomorrow night." D explained.

"And you don't have to have any special certification or anything to perform
the ceremony." Beth added simply.

"I found him." B said as she helped an extremely elderly man into the room.

"Are you alright, Uncle Neese? We don't have to do this right now if you're 
not feeling up to it." D said frankly.

"I'm feeling fine, I just went to the kitchen because I wanted a pickle." 
Uncle Neese said as he tottered along, toward the front of the room.

"Okay, everyone, take your places! To begin, Uncle Neese will already be up
here to officiate..."

* * * * *

"Way to go, Paul!" Nazzy said as soon as the practice ceremony was over.



"Yeah. Way to speak your mind!" Vinda added happily.

As G approached, he didn't say a word, but the look in his eyes told Paul 
everything he needed to know. Knowing that G was proud of him made his 
world feel complete.

"So, did someone say something about us having food after this thing? I'm 
starving." Nazzy asked seriously.

"Yeah. It's probably already on the table. This way." G said as he led the 
way.

* * * * *

Paul, G, Nazzy and Vinda stayed up later than any of them really needed 
to, but it was refreshing to have some lighthearted fun among a group of 
friends.

It was a somewhat unfamiliar thing for Paul, given his previous 
circumstances, and that night he decided that he very much would like to 
become used to it.

* * * * *

Paul woke with G curled into his side and felt that the world was honestly a
beautiful place to be.

Although his stepfather-to-be appeared to have more money than God, the 
money played such a small part in their daily lives that it really wasn't a 
consideration. The way that D accepted him and seemed to care for him 
filled a void that Paul had carried all of his life.

Then there was G. Paul couldn't deny his feelings any longer. He was in 
love. But the strange thing was that after meeting Nazzy and Vinda and 
hearing about their former relationship with G, Paul had come to the 
realization that his relationship with G wasn't the center of his world. If 
something happened that they didn't work out for some reason, Paul would 
be sad, of course, but in time, he would be fine. And, hopefully, they 
would be able to maintain some sort of friendship as G, Nazzy and Vinda 



had done.

Finally, there was G's family. There was no doubt that the people were 
crazy as bedbugs. But they were all so nice and accepting of him, a total 
stranger, and welcomed him into their family. It would be the height of 
ingratitude for him to do less than accept every crazy insane last one of 
them.

"You're thinking loud enough to wake the dead." G mumbled into Paul's 
chest.

"I was just thinking about how much I like your family." Paul said as he 
began stroking G's hair.

"Our family. Go back to sleep." G said as he snuggled in a little tighter.

"Our family." Paul whispered as he closed his eyes.

* * * * *

There were about a million things that needed to be done to prepare for a 
wedding. And all of them appeared to be being done by people rushing in 
different directions.

"Watching them, rushing around like that, makes me tired." Vinda said with 
a sigh.

"You'd better not let them hear you say that or they'll put you to work." G 
said frankly.

"You know, I'm going to spend one of my weekend days here with you and 
the other on flights trying to get back home in time for school." Vinda said 
with a glance at him.

"Are you sorry you came?" G asked, quite seriously.

"No. I really want to be here. I'm just saying that I'm going to be wiped out 
when I get back." Vinda said frankly.



"When are we going back?" Paul asked curiously.

"I don't think Dad ever said. We might want to check with him about that." 
G said thoughtfully.

"Nah. What fun would that be? Let it be a surprise." Paul said with a grin.

"Um, you've got an excuse and a tutor. I'm going to have to make up 
whatever I missed." G said frankly.

Paul turned to Nazzy and Vinda before saying, "He's always so serious."

"Cold cuts for lunch! Make sure you eat your fill, dinner is the reception 
following the ceremony." B called out as she rushed across the room, 
carrying a potted plant.

Nazzy glanced at Vinda and extended his elbow as he asked, "Shall we?"

Vinda broke into a grin and placed a hand on the elbow as she said, "We 
shall."

G and Paul both chuckled at the performance as Nazzy and Vinda slowly 
walked away, with regal bearing befitting a reigning monarch.

G smiled at Paul as he quirked an eyebrow, then raised his elbow.

Paul grinned at him then followed Vinda's example and allowed G to escort 
him into an elegant, refined, cold cut lunch.

* * * * *

The frenetic activity before lunch was nothing compared to what followed.

People that Paul had never seen before kept appearing and all of them 
seemed determined that theirs was the most important job in the entire 
wedding.

"C'mon. It's time for us to get into our suits." G said, snapping Paul out of 
his mental wandering.



"It's still over an hour away." Paul said distractedly.

"Yeah, but we have to get naked, then get dressed. If we go, right now, we
might be able to work one more step into that process." G said urgently.

Paul broke into a smile, then said, "Let's hurry."

'That's why I love him.'

'Yeah. I said it. I love him.'

'Hopefully, soon, I'll find a way to say it aloud.'

* * * * *

In the short time that Paul and G had been 'together', they hadn't ever 
really been together. They got naked, they kissed, they snuggled... and the
next thing they knew, they were waking up.

When they got up to their room, both of them shed their clothes almost 
before the door was closed.

"Who did that?" Paul suddenly asked, when he saw that their suits had been
laid out on the bed for them.

"Dunno." G said before moving in to give Paul a long, firm kiss.

Any further questions fled Paul's mind as he became lost in the sensation of
long naked kiss.

Thanks to their recent period of celibacy, both were exceptionally ready to 
take things to another level. So, as things arose, they were dealt with in 
short order. Admittedly, things were a bit awkward. But with luck, they 
were going to have the opportunity to perfect their technique in the days, 
weeks, months and years to come.

* * * * *

'Seven bedrooms.'



'One bathroom.'

'Seriously?'

'It doesn't sound all that crazy, until you take into account 
that all the people in all seven bedrooms are trying to get 
ready to attend a wedding... at the same time.'

Paul had rediscovered his nervousness before making his way downstairs.

People were still milling around, still gathering, so Paul had time to collect 
himself.

It wasn't as though he were the one getting married, after all.

In fact, all he had to do was walk his mother up the aisle and stand aside. 
It's not like he had any words to memorize or anything to do.

"Are you ready?" G asked as he approached.

"Yeah. I think so. Have you got the ring?" Paul asked carefully.

"Yes. Dad's asked me, like, six times already." G said with a slight roll of his 
eyes.

"Look at this! It looks like you're having an old fashioned Halloween 
wedding! I guess my invitation must have gotten lost in the mail!" A woman 
said theatrically as she entered the room. She was wearing a burgundy 
colored full length gown that was covered with glittery jewels.

"Oh, shit!" G gasped when he saw the woman.

"What's wrong? Who's that?" Paul asked with concern.

'The woman didn't look strange... comparatively.'

'She did seem to have an excessive amount of jewelry of 
all varieties, but... again... if you looked at the rest of the
guests in attendance, she wasn't even a blip on the weird-
o-meter.'



"That's my mom."

"I hope you don't mind, but I let myself in." The woman said as she 
sauntered into the room. Truth be told, as tight as the dress appeared to 
be, her choices were probably to either elegantly saunter, or inelegantly 
shuffle.

"You're not welcome here, M. You know that." Grandpa J said as he stepped 
forward.

'Wait. Hold it right there.'

"Your mom's name is M? Seriously?" Paul asked incredulously.

"Shhh... watch." G said anxiously.

Grandpa J stepped forward, presumably to show her to the door.

"Get away from me, you... insect!" M spat with disgust, then popped open a
paper fan that she'd been holding and fanned it once in his direction.

Paul couldn't believe his eyes when J was blown off his feet and thrown 
back nearly the length of the great hall.

At the same time, a rather... abundant woman stepped forward as did D's 
mother, Grandma B.

"It doesn't have to be like this, M. You can just leave." B tried to reason 
with her.

"I can just leave." M repeated in a mocking tone, then angrily said, "Tried 
that. Didn't work. Thought I'd try something else."

M swished her fan in B's direction, but two little kids... or something... 
flew threw the air in the blink of an eye and got in the way.

Both of them were hit by a gust of wind and blown back. But B was 
unharmed, being shielded as she was whisked away by the woman wearing 
red with black polka dots.



Paul couldn't help but glance back at the two little girls, not only to see if 
they were hurt, but also to try and determine what the hell they were.

As both little girls impacted the far wall, Paul realized that they both had 
wings. Then, in an instant, they were perfectly normal looking, full grown 
women.

"What's going on here?" Paul asked disbelievingly.

"We're witches." G answered absently, focusing most of his attention on his 
mother.

"Come on! I thought you'd put up more of a fight than this! I brought 
something for all of you. And once every last one of you is dead and 
forgotten, then I can finally get on with my life." M said, drawing Paul's 
attention forward again.

A skirmish line, of sorts, had formed. Paul didn't know most of the people, 
and some had so drastically transformed that he couldn't make out who 
they were.

A black swarm gathered in the air behind M, and it looked for a moment 
like it might simply consume her. But instead, M waved her paper fan in 
that direction and the cloud of insects dispersed. A moment later, the 
robust woman wearing red with black polka dots lay sprawled on the floor.

"Aunt Zennie!" G gasped in horror.

"Rot! Wither! And Burn!" Grandma Gruit shrieked as she set fire to a little 
doll that she was holding.

"Oh, please!" M scoffed, then absently flicked her fan in Grandma Gruit's 
direction. In an instant, Grandma Gruit was flying across the room. 
Fortunately, for her at least, she landed on three other people.

A swarm of bats seemed to come from all directions at once. M was able to 
repel them, but not with as much ease as she'd been able to dispel the 
other attacks.



"That's better. What else have you got?" M asked with a maniacal grin.

Both of Toad's parents rushed at M from opposite directions. Toad's father, 
Horse, seemed to have increased his body mass by about half, and all of it 
was muscle. On M's other side, Kat had transformed into some sort of 
werecat creature that was primarily fangs and claws.

M took a step back and with one broad swipe of her fan, both attacks were 
immediately repelled.

"STOP!!!" A child's voice bellowed, then the unmistakable sound of... well...
puke.

Paul turned in time to see Toad being rushed away by some of the adults. 
He looked a little different, like he had thicker, bumpier skin. But he 
appeared to be unharmed.

"You little monster!" M howled in disgust. Apparently, Toad had been able to
projectile vomit on her from about twenty feet away.

"Why are you doing this, M? There's nothing left between us. There's no 
reason for this." D said as he stepped forward.

"You!" M screeched in rage, "You stole my life! And I'll get it back when 
you're dead!"

"Yeah. That makes sense." D said dubiously, then made a casual gesture 
toward the folding chairs. Immediately, about a dozen of the chairs seemed
to come alive and all of them started scampering toward M, almost like 
spiders, closing in on their prey.

"No. No. I can't have that." M said as she used her fan to blow the chairs 
away.

"M... Emmaline, listen to me. You need help. We can get you help." D said 
in a voice that was trying to sound calm and patient.

"I DON'T WANT YOUR HELP!!" M exploded in fury, then took out a small 
dagger and started making slashing movements in D's direction.



Cuts started appearing on his chest and forearms, although he was at least 
ten feet away.

"Don't hurt him!" Nazzy screamed as a transparent humanoid figure rose up 
through the stone floor, as though it had no substance. But as soon as the 
zombie's feet were above ground, it became fully solid and started moving 
toward M.

A strange sound drew Paul's attention and he saw Vinda reading from a 
small book. Chanting, actually. Even as she spoke the words, a misty form 
was coming into being before her.

"Looks like you've brought in some new blood." M said as she looked from 
Nazzy to Vinda. First she took hold of a talisman from around her neck and 
held it in the direction of the zombie. As soon as she did, the zombie 
dropped to the ground and stopped moving. Next, she took a ward off her 
belt, and waving it in Vinda's direction, dispelled the spirit before it was 
fully formed.

"Fortunately, I know what to do with blood." M said with a smile of self-
satisfaction.

"Cheesy, Mom!" G said from Paul's side in a bored tone.

Paul turned to look at G and was shocked to see that G's face seemed to be
painted, like a clown... a dangerous, nightmarish, clown.

"Oh, baby. Don't be mad at Mummy. I'll be done with this in just a minute, 
and then we'll be able to start our new life together."

"Um, no." G said, then made a grand lifting gesture with his hands.

As he did, flames started to rise up all around M.

"I should have known..." M said in a tone of long suffering as she took 
another amulet from around her neck, this one looking like a little crystal 
ball. She waved the little crystal dramatically as she said, "Clear from my 
sight that which is unreal." In the space of a heartbeat, all the flames had 
disappeared.



"Kids..." M said dramatically, then turned suddenly and thrust the dagger in 
G's direction, or she would have if two small demonic imps weren't biting 
into her arm and twisting, like dogs with a chew toy.

"Get off of me!" M screamed as she tried to swipe her fan at them. 
Although the fan did have some slight effect, it didn't convince them to 
stop what they were doing.

"Whoever's the summoner, she's vulnerable to demons! Summon more!" 
Great-great-Uncle Neese called out urgently.

"That's all I can do! I haven't summoned anything in fifteen years." Beth 
called in return.

"Mom?!" Paul asked in surprise.

"We'll talk later." Beth said as she kept her attention on M, who was slowly 
gaining the advantage over her imps.

"Demons! Of all the things..." M said in frustration as she finally got the 
second demon to release.

A barrage of ladybugs, animated chairs and a table, another zombie 
(perhaps the same zombie, hard to tell), and a ghostly wraith all moved in 
to attack M simultaneously.

"I don't think so!" M said as she used a broad swipe of her fan to clear all 
her attackers away in one move.

"Now, let's start with you." M said as she turned her attention toward Beth. 
"I can't have you summoning anymore demons, can I?"

"No." D said as he hurried to shield Beth with his own body.

"We won't let you hurt her." G said as he moved to his father's side.

"Fine." M said with a shrug. "I'll just kill you all, then."

In that moment, Paul saw the people he loved, gathered together, bravely 



facing their extermination.

Rage rose up from deep within him.

It was a rage filled with everything he always wanted but could never have.

That rage was brought forth, into physical being, as everything good in his 
life, everything worth living for, was now being threatened.

It was time for him to take action.

A howl from the depths of hell flowed out of his mouth as the earth started
shaking and flames started rising from different points around the room.

"STOP HER!" A deep voice growled and Paul was surprised to find that it was
his.

"Yes, master." Another voice responded, with sickening clarity.

Then a demonic entity rose up from a fiery pit that had appeared in the 
floor and grabbed M from behind.

Paul knew that the demon had been summoned by him and would follow his
orders. Uncertain of what to do next, he turned to look at G with question.

When Paul tried to take a step, he realized that it wasn't that simple. It 
appeared that he would have to learn how to walk on hooves.

"What should I do with her?" Paul asked G uncertainly and was once again 
surprised by the deep gravelly tone of his own voice.

"Oh, baby. You know that mummy was only kidding, don't you? I would 
never ever hurt my iddle widdle baby." M told her son in baby talk.

"Go to hell." G said with disgust.

"You heard him." Paul said to his demon.

"Summoned, I come to serve. It will be as you say." The demon said 
reverently, then descended into the flaming pit he had emerged from, 



carrying M with him as she kicked and screamed, all the way down.

As soon as the demon was out of sight, the floor returned to it's normal 
appearance.

"Paul... Wow. I mean... Wow." G said in amazement.

"How do I stop... this?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Just put it back where you got it from. Remember what it was like coming 
out, and just put it right back in there." G said confidently.

Paul looked at his claw-like hands, then reached up and felt the horns on 
his head, trying to remember the feelings he had felt.

"How is this even possible? Even a witch, born with a natural talent for 
summoning, can't call up a demon on their first try. It takes years of 
practice." D said in amazement.

"Paul probably has the summoning talent because of me. It runs in my 
family." Beth said nervously.

"Even so..." D said with a shake of his head.

"Add to that... You see, Paul's father..." Beth said reluctantly.

"What about him? Who is he?" Paul asked firmly.

"I can't tell you his name. You might accidently summon him. Trust me, you 
REALLY don't want that." Beth implored him to understand.

"My father is a demon?" Paul asked in surprise.

"Yes. And that's why my family didn't want to have anything to do with 
me... with us. I'm a summoner who summoned, and became pregnant by, a 
demon." Beth said honestly.

"I can see why a family of summoners might have a problem with that." D 
said frankly.



"When I found out that I was pregnant, I made sure to banish him back to 
the demon realm before I lost my ability to do so." Beth continued to 
explain.

"Hey, I tell you what." D said as he put an arm around Beth and pulled her 
into a gentle hug.

"What?" She asked cautiously.

"I'm willing to overlook your ex if you're willing to overlook mine." D said 
hopefully.

Beth looked at D with surprise, then broke into a smile as she said, "We 
have a deal."

"So, you still wanna get married, then?" D asked hopefully.

"Absolutely." Beth said warmly.

* * * * *

It took a while for everyone to get things in order again.

Remarkably, no one was seriously injured.

There were a few bumps and bruises, but nothing that would impede the 
ceremony.

Several people made a point of telling Toad what a brave and wonderful 
thing he had done. That's when Toad's parents revealed that Toad's vomit 
attack on M was toxic and would have disabled her, if it had had enough 
time for the neurotoxin to take effect.

* * * * *

As the music played, Paul walked his mother up the aisle, in his bare feet 
and what was left of his shredded suit.

After he presented his mother to her intended, he stepped back and looked
past D to find G looking back at him.



"Dearly beloved, we are gathered here to join this couple in matrimony. Do 
you, Elizabeth Hiller, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?" 
Uncle Neese asked solemnly.

"I do."

"Do you, Aloysius Darroch take this woman to be your lawfully wedded 
wife?"

"I do."

"I now pronounce you man and wife." Uncle Neese said happily.

A cheer rose up from all assembled as the couple kissed.

* * * * *

"Aloysius? How did he get 'D' from Aloysius?" Paul asked G quietly.

"I kept the 'G' in my name because that's all that was worth saving." G said 
in a leading tone.

"Okay, I get it. If nothing's usable in the first name, you skip to the last." 
Paul said with a chuckle.

"Yep." G said with a grin, then rhetorically asked, "Half-demon, huh?"

"Yeah. It looks that way." Paul said frankly.

"I guess that's the end of me being the Alpha." G said regretfully.

"No. You'll always be my Alpha." Paul said firmly.

"Always?"

"Forever." Paul said with certainty, then sealed it with a kiss.

And They All Lived Happily Ever After



All Hallows' Eve

"Well, even though we went through a rough patch, everything seems to 
have turned out alright." D said as he approached the boys with Beth at his 
side.

'A rough patch? I'd hate to see what he considers full-on chaos!'

"All's well that ends well." G cheerfully supplied.

"But that's the best part. This is only the beginning." D said warmly as he 
cuddled Beth to his side.

"Are you alright, Paul?" Beth asked gently.

'Am I alright about finding out that my biological father is literally a
demon?'

'Am I alright about watching everyone I love almost get killed?'

'Am I alright about finding out that everything that I always believed
to be true turned out to be lies?'

"I'll have to get back to you on that." Paul slowly answered.

"By the way, have you had enough time to think about adoption? Yes? No? 
Maybe?" D asked curiously. His seemingly casual tone was in stark contrast 
to the seriousness of his question.

Paul couldn't help but smile at D's directness and quietly answered, "Yes."

"Good." D said with satisfaction, then a curious look came over his face 
before he hesitantly asked, "Was that 'yes', that you've had enough time? Or
'yes', that you want to be adopted?"



Paul laughed aloud at the question, then said, "Both. And before you ask, 
the answer to your next question is also, 'yes'. I do want to have my name 
changed."

"Good. I'm glad." D said sincerely, then quietly added, "I'll get to work on 
that as soon as we get back to the States."

"Okay." Paul agreed as G put an arm around him and hugged him tightly.

"Right answer?" Paul asked with a smile.

"Very right." G assured him as he continued to unabashedly hold him.

* * * * *

Once D and Beth had moved on to talk to some of their wedding guests, 
Nazzy and Vinda approached as one and Nazzy immediately asked, "A 
demon, huh?"

"Is that a problem?" Paul asked cautiously.

"A problem?! That's the most awesome-cool thing EVER!" Nazzy nearly 
yelled.

Paul looked at G uncertainly.

"Demons have fanboys. Don't ask me why." G said simply.

"Are you a demon fanboy?" Paul asked with a grin.

"I never was before, but I'm beginning to understand the appeal." G said 
warmly.

"I just think it's wonderful that you're one of us! I don't like having to be 
careful about what I can and can't talk about." Vinda said frankly.

"I'm just glad that you decided to be my friends anyway, even when you 
thought I was... normal." Paul finished quietly.

"Well, of course we were! If G likes you, then we kinda have to like you, 



too." Nazzy said frankly.

"We'd at least have to try." Vinda agreed, then quickly added, "But I guess 
it's just good for us that G wouldn't like someone who was a jerk."

"So, from the look of it, you just found out about witches when G's mom 
showed up and the magic started flying around." Nazzy said speculatively.

"Yeah. I had a feeling that something was off... but I probably could have 
explained that away as having to do with being in a fourteenth century 
castle on Halloween." Paul said frankly.

"Where is everybody going?" Vinda asked suddenly as she looked around 
curiously.

"The reception! We're missing the food!" Nazzy yelped.

Paul and G shared a smile at his reaction.

As Nazzy and Vinda hurried away, G put a hand on Paul's arm to hold him 
back and quietly asked, "Are you really alright?"

"There's a lot that I don't understand and I'm a little bit scared of what I'm 
going to find out. But as long as I've got you and my mom and your dad... I 
think that I'll be okay." Paul said honestly.

"Good. We'd better hurry up and get in there before Nazzy hogs all the eye 
of newt." G said with a grin.

"You're kidding? Aren't you?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Probably."

* * * * *

There was no doubt that the meal was a celebration. The center of the 
table was heaped with every kind of food imaginable... and then some.

Everyone in attendance was chattering amiably with everyone else while 
they ate.



Paul was a little bit overwhelmed by it, seeing as he'd never been around 
ANY family before. But he was also grateful that none of the family were 
making a big deal over his transformation earlier.

'I'm a demon... well, a half-demon.'

'I don't even know how to be a half-demon. What do they do?'

"When we're done eating, how about we find someplace private where we 
can do some magic?" Nazzy suggested hopefully.

"Paul and I did some exploring, yesterday. It looks like there are lots of 
good places that we can go where no one will bother us." G assured him.

"Just make sure there's lot's of room. My zombies need room to move 
around." Nazzy reminded him.

"This place has, like, a thousand rooms. We'll find a good one."

'They all seem so casual about it. I guess it wouldn't hurt if I asked 
them some questions.'

"Can each of you do only one kind of magic, or is there magic that works 
for everyone?" Paul asked curiously.

"Vinda? This is more your thing than ours." G said frankly.

"Yeah. Let Vinda explain it, she understands it best." Nazzy confirmed 
between bites of food.

"It's not that hard." Vinda said with a roll of her eyes, then looked at Paul 
and explained, "It comes down to your power, your natural ability and your 
control. There are spells that call for more power than I have, so when I try
them, they fail. There are spells that are too different from my natural 
ability, so those usually fail, too. And the worst is when you cast a spell 
that doesn't fail, but you aren't strong enough to control it. Then just about
anything can happen."

G nodded, then said, "Some people's primary ability is transformation, so 



their magic really only works on them."

"Well, some of them can do 'basic magic', but they're usually pretty weak at
it." Vinda gently added.

"What's 'basic magic'?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Alignments, tangentials, lagoriths..." G said in a bored tone before 
noticing the 'totally lost' expression that Paul was wearing.

"The 'basic magic' is a collection of simple spells that most witches can do. 
They're nothing flashy, but they can make life easier." Nazzy said simply.

"Right. But the more complex the spell, the more likely it is that you won't 
be able to cast it, unless it falls into your specialty." Vinda said seriously.

"Try thinking of it like a tree. You're on a branch, I'm on a branch, Nazzy 
and Vinda are each on a branch. The trunk is where the basic spells are, 
that most witches can use. Nazzy and Vinda's branches are both close 
together, since they're both summoners. But their specialties are different 
enough that they can't use each other's spells... You haven't crossed over 
yet, have you?" G asked curiously.

"Not yet. Maybe when we get stronger." Nazzy confirmed, then thoughtfully
added, "Once he gets some training, Paul might be able to use some of our 
spells, too, since his ability seems to be rooted in summoning."

"I don't know if 'demon summoning' works differently or how far removed it 
is. I've never even met a demon summoner before." G said frankly.

"Are they rare?" Paul asked cautiously.

"I don't know. They could be. I just know that we don't have any in our 
family." G said frankly.

"Until now." Nazzy added with a smile.

"And I guess you should know that 'demon summoners' have kind of a bad 
reputation among some groups of witches." Vinda reluctantly said.



'That doesn't sound good.'

"Not that we're like that!" Nazzy quickly interrupted.

"Right." G confirmed, then playfully added, "Some of my best friends are 
'demon summoners'."

Paul smiled at the declaration.

"It's not like they're hated or hunted or anything like that. Some people just
look at their type of magic as being a little 'blacker' than they're 
comfortable with." Vinda said seriously.

"So, they think that we're evil?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Yeah. Mostly." Nazzy said with a casual shrug, then quickly added, "But not 
everyone thinks that way. Some of us really respect that you have such a 
cool and powerful ability."

"Fanboy." G said to Nazzy with a smirk.

"I think that the people who disapprove see your specialty of magic as 
being evil. Not you." Vinda patiently corrected.

"Big difference." Nazzy huffed.

"Nazzy, you summon zombies. Some of the 'Rainbows and Unicorns' crowd 
look down on you just as much as they look down on demon summoners." 
Vinda said frankly.

There was a long moment of silence, then G quietly said, "Try not to worry 
about it too much. Most witches today know that the power you're born 
with is the luck of the draw. It's really only the hoity-toity bunch who pay 
any attention to that."

"Yeah. Since they're born with sparkly fluffy bunny magic, they think that 
they're better than everyone else." Nazzy said wearily.

"Are there a lot of witches like that?" Paul asked with concern.



"I don't know. We tend to travel in different circles. Let's just say that I 
know that there are some of them around." G said frankly.

"From what I saw during the fight, I don't think we have any fluffy bunnies 
here." Nazzy said frankly.

G laughed, then said, "No. The closest we have to that are my cousins 
Grace and Wanda and during the fight, they were out there, defending 
Grandma B."

"Which ones were they?" Paul asked cautiously as he tried to remember the 
details of the battle.

"In their fairy forms, they look like little girls with wings." G said simply.

"I remember them! That was brave of them to jump out in front of that 
attack." Paul said seriously.

"Yeah." G agreed, then continued, "Most of us are stronger and more 
resistant to damage in our transformed states... well, except for me."

"I don't know how strong you are, but you sure do look awesome." Paul 
assured him.

G seemed to consider for a moment, then smiled and said, "I guess that's 
almost as good."

'I won't let anyone hurt you.'

Before their conversation could continue, the sound of a spoon clinking 
against the side of a glass drew everyone's attention.

Paul turned to see D standing with Beth at his side.

"I'd like to take this opportunity to thank all of you for sharing in our 
wedding. The preliminary excitement notwithstanding, all of you helped to 
make this day special for us as well as making it one of the more 
'memorable' weddings in recent history." D said warmly.



A few chuckles floated around the table at D's playful words.

"To add to the joy of this day, my new wife's son has accepted my offer to 
adopt him and has also chosen to accept our family name. Everyone, please
join me in welcoming Paul Darroch into the family." D said in a booming 
voice.

A round of applause rose up and a few of the more vocal members of the 
family let out 'woops' of joy.

'Maybe not being part of a family wasn't so bad.'

'At least it was quieter... and I didn't have a room full of people 
looking at me.'

Paul could feel his face reddening and had to fight the urge to crawl under 
the table.

Unexpectedly, G reached over and put an arm around Paul, then gave him a
firm kiss on the cheek.

As much as Paul wanted to hide before, now the only thing that he wanted 
was to simply cease to exist.

"Starting a new family and a new life can be a challenge. Knowing that all 
of you are supporting us will help to carry us through the hills and valleys 
that are to come. Thank you, all of you, for standing with us." D said 
sincerely.

'Okay. I guess when he puts it like that, maybe having a family isn't 
so bad.'

Paul watched as D and Beth walked, arm in arm, away from their place at 
the table and out the door.

As Paul noticed various people around the table getting up from their 
chairs, G quietly said, "Let's go."

"Where to next?" Paul asked curiously.



"Let's go find a place to do some magic." G answered simply.

"I need to go back to our room and get some more shoes. My other ones 
didn't survive the wedding." Paul said quietly.

"Sounds like a plan. You ready?" G asked with a smile.

Paul looked around and saw that Nazzy and Vinda were expectantly waiting
for his agreement.

Just as he was about to answer, Paul's attention was drawn by two people 
approaching.

"Welcome to the family, Paul. We're so glad to be having you." Kat said 
warmly.

"Thank you." Paul shyly responded.

"If this family function proceeds like most, we're probably going to be 
gathering into groups and catching each other up on what's been going on 
with our individual families and reminiscing about days gone by." Horst 
added.

Paul was rather proud of himself for not visibly cringing at the declaration.

"I'm having the feeling that, at a time like this, Tadhg might enjoy your 
company more than ours. Would you be minding if he joined you for a bit?" 
Kat asked hopefully.

Paul was confused for a moment, but then saw Toad peek one eye from 
behind his father's left side.

"We were planning to go to one of the unused rooms and practice our 
magic. Is that going to be a problem?" G asked cautiously.

"No. Not at all. Tadhg has just started learning his spellcasting. Although 
he's made respectable progress with his natural ability, I think it might be 
good for him to witness others who have progressed to the next level. It 
will show him what he will someday be able to achieve." Horst said 



thoughtfully.

"If Toad wants to go with us, we'll be happy to have him." G said easily.

"Thank you, G. I'm hoping all of you will be having a wonderful evening." 
Kat said warmly.

"Enjoy your walk down memory lane." G said with a slight smirk.

Horst squatted down to look his son in the eyes and quietly said, "Your 
mother and I will be in the sitting room, right over there, if you need us."

Toad slowly closed, then opened his eyes.

"Good. Have fun." Horst said before engulfing his son in a firm hug.

'Yeah. That's what a dad should be.'

* * * * *

"Do you know where we're going?" Paul asked cautiously, enjoying the 
feeling of wearing shoes again.

Despite their previous explorations, Paul found that he didn't recognize the 
wing of the building that they were entering.

"No. But I think that we're far enough away from the great hall that we 
probably won't run into anyone else. We should be able to use any of these 
rooms." G said as he continued walking.

That being said, Nazzy walked to the nearest door and cautiously opened 
it.

After a moment, Vinda hesitantly asked, "What is it?"

"Dark." Nazzy said frankly.

Vinda rolled her eyes, then patiently asked, "Why don't you turn on the 
light?"



"That's what I'm trying to do. I just can't find the light switch." Nazzy said 
as he continued to feel along the wall inside the door.

"They probably don't have electricity in this part of the castle yet." G 
quietly offered.

"Oh. I didn't think of that." Vinda said with surprise.

"If we have to go to a part of the castle that has electricity, then we're 
probably going to be close to other people and get interrupted." Nazzy said 
cautiously.

Paul's eyes were drawn by a movement. He watched as Toad walked past 
Nazzy, into the dark room, all by himself.

A few seconds later, there was a flash, then a warm glowing light shining 
out through the doorway.

"Or we could just use magic." G said with a grin.

"I should have thought of that." Nazzy grumbled before walking into the 
room.

* * * * *

"Good work, Toad. Thanks." G said appreciatively as he walked into the 
large empty room. Paul noticed that the room was as bright as though it 
were being lit by the noonday sun, but at the same time, there wasn't a 
light source anywhere in evidence.

"What do you think this room was used for?" Vinda asked curiously as she 
looked around.

"I don't have a clue. In fact, I don't think that I've ever been in here 
before." G said honestly.

"Do you think it'll be alright if we do our magic in here?" Vinda asked 
cautiously.



"Yeah. As long as we don't make a mess, I don't think anyone will care." G 
said speculatively.

"Do you want to go first?" Nazzy asked G cautiously.

"No, you go ahead. Once you've got your zombies up and running, I can do 
my thing." G assured him.

"Thanks." Nazzy said appreciatively.

Paul watched curiously as Nazzy seemed to freeze in place.

The transformation wasn't as dramatic as some that Paul had witnessed 
earlier, but now that he was paying attention, he could see the color drain 
out of Nazzy's skin until it became an unnatural looking pasty white, with 
blue veins beginning to show through.

The next thing Paul noticed was the color fading from Nazzy's brown eyes. 
The brown turned first to hazel, then to blue. The color became lighter and
lighter until it was such a pale blue that it was nearly white.

When Nazzy reached out his arms, Paul reflexively took a step back.

"Don't worry. Nazzy's got good control. You won't get hurt." G quietly 
assured him.

Before Paul could think of what to say in response, he saw a glowing figure 
start to emerge from the floor in front of Nazzy.

Paul could see Nazzy straining as he slowly lifted his arms, trying to pull 
the man-shaped figure up through the stone floor with the force of his will.

Just as had happened in the great hall, during the battle, as soon as the 
transparent glowing figure was completely above ground, it stopped 
glowing and became fully solid.

"Nice! You're getting a lot better at that." G said in an impressed voice.

Nazzy wilted with relief as he let out a slow gust of breath.



"By the way, where do you get the zombies from? Is this one of my 
relatives?" G asked curiously.

"I really don't know. I just do the summoning and I guess whatever 'remains' 
are closest answer my call." Nazzy said thoughtfully.

Paul blinked in surprise as he realized that what Nazzy was doing might 
easily be thought of as 'desecration'.

"But this isn't 'resurrection', it's 'reanimation'. Even if this is one of your 
ancestors, I'm not messing with their soul or disturbing their rest. This is 
just the meat." Nazzy said frankly.

'Thanks for the clarification, Nazzy.'

'Remind me not to bury anyone that I care about anywhere near you.'

"So, Paul, what do you think? Pretty cool, huh?" G asked with a smile.

Paul didn't want to lie, but in this instance he also didn't want to tell the 
whole truth. So, instead, he formulated a question to hopefully divert the 
conversation.

"Will the zombie do whatever you say?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Yeah, mostly. But I can only give it one or two word instructions. If I try to 
do much more than that, it usually just stops and won't do anything." Nazzy
said frankly.

"How hard is it to send it back?" Paul asked curiously.

Nazzy smiled, then made a quick gesture with his hand.

The zombie immediately became transparent and sank through the floor.

"Did it go back to where you got it from? I mean, like, back to its grave?" 
Paul asked cautiously.

"Yeah... maybe... possibly... actually, I have no idea." Nazzy finally 
admitted.



'That doesn't make me feel a whole lot better.'

"Vinda, do you want to go next?" G asked curiously.

"Yeah. I can do a little one, just to show Paul what it is that I do." Vinda 
said easily as she took a small book out of her back pocket.

"I'm going to summon another zombie while she's doing that." Nazzy said 
quietly, careful not to disturb Vinda as she began chanting.

G nodded either his agreement or his acknowledgement.

Paul watched Vinda carefully, to see if he could detect any type of 
transformation as she read aloud.

Although he didn't see any change in her appearance, her voice seemed to 
have gained an 'echoing' quality and no matter how closely Paul tried to 
listen, he couldn't seem to make out the words that Vinda was saying. He 
was certain that she was speaking in some language that he wasn't familiar 
with, but what he was hearing was different. Her words were somehow 
muffled or slurred to the point that he couldn't distinguish an identifiable 
sequence of sounds.

Paul lost track of time as he continued to watch.

Even though he had been looking at her the entire time that she had been 
reading aloud, he hadn't noticed the formation of a slight aura of light 
surrounding her. When he finally realized that it was there, he wasn't 
completely sure if he were really seeing it or not. It was the sort of thing 
that seemed like it might disappear if he blinked his eyes.

A wisp of smoke began to rise into the air.

As Vinda finally stopped reading, she smiled at the five or six inch ribbon of
smoke right in front of her.

"What is it?" Paul asked cautiously.

"A ghost." Vinda said proudly.



"Of a person?" Paul asked uneasily.

"Probably, yeah." Vinda said simply.

"The ghost of who?" Paul asked, although he wasn't sure that he really 
wanted to know.

"I don't know. I can't communicate with the little ones, like this. But if I call
up a bigger one, I can ask them for their name." Vinda said seriously.

"Is this another one of G's relatives?" Paul asked nervously.

'I guess I can see why she's Nazzy's girlfriend.'

"I don't know... maybe." Vinda reluctantly admitted, then tried to explain, 
"I use the spell to summon the type of spirit that I want, to come and do 
my bidding."

"What would you ask it to do?" Paul asked quietly.

"A little one like this? Not much. I could get it to knock on a window or ring 
a bell. It might be strong enough to blow out a candle, but that would be 
pushing it." Vinda said thoughtfully.

"What good would that do in a fight, like at the wedding?" Paul asked 
curiously.

"Oh, that! No, I wouldn't summon a ghost like this for battle." Vinda said 
quickly, then explained, "At the wedding, I was trying to summon a wraith. 
They're a type of spirit that's good at fighting."

"I don't know anything about wraiths. Is that a kind of ghost, too?" Paul 
asked cautiously.

"Yes. It's just like a regular ghost, but angrier. I use my summons to focus on
their anger to bring them here, then I tell them who to attack." Vinda said 
seriously.

"What are you going to do with this one?" Paul asked quietly as he looked at



the little ribbon of smoke slowly twisting in front of her.

"I'm going to send it back to where it came from. I just called it up because
this spell is a fairly easy one and I wanted to show you my ability." Vinda 
said, then made a gesture with her hand as she muttered a simple phrase 
at the ghost before her.

As soon as the words were spoken, the little bluish-white twist of smoke 
dispersed into nothing.

'That was...'

'...sad?'

'...disrespectful?'

'...unforgivable?'

'Or maybe I should just start thinking of this as the new normal.'

Paul looked toward G and noticed that he was looking down at Toad.

"Do you want to show Paul your ability, too?" G asked gently.

A slight smile crossed Toad's lips, then he slowly closed, and then opened 
his eyes.

"Just don't poison anyone." G warned him.

Toad sat down on the floor, then started taking off his shoes and socks.

Paul looked at G with question to receive a shrug in response.

It took a moment before Toad was ready, but when he finally stood, he 
looked at Paul with a shy smile.

Paul smiled in return.

In a flash of movement, almost too fast for Paul to see, Toad was across the
room, in a crouched position.



"How'd he do that?" Paul asked without thinking.

"You'd have to ask him." G said with an impish grin.

Paul watched Toad carefully, then blinked when Toad seemed to have 
vanished.

"Up there." G said as he pointed upward.

Paul followed G's pointing finger and was surprised to find Toad hanging 
from one of the rafters, nearly fifteen feet overhead. His webbed toes 
appeared to be almost like fingers, holding on to the beam.

He couldn't help but notice that Toad's appearance had changed. Toad was 
still recognizable as being himself, but his skin appeared to be slightly 
darker and... honestly... just what one might think of as being appropriate 
for a toad.

In one fluid move, Toad dropped from the rafter to land in a crouch, right 
in front of Paul and G.

"Nice moves!" G said appreciatively.

"Yeah! That was great!" Paul said sincerely.

Toad looked up at them, then slowly closed his eyes, then just as slowly, 
reopened them.

* * * * *

"Paul, do you want to go next?" G asked hopefully.

"I don't know how to make it work... or if I even can." Paul said honestly.

"From what we saw you do at the wedding, it looks like you can bring them 
up, but the big question is, are you going to be able to put them back?" 
Nazzy said seriously.

G nodded his agreement, then added, "But even if you don't summon 
anything, you can at least try out your magical form."



"My what?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Your magical form. Right now, since you're new at it, you'll probably have 
to transform to do any magic at all. But once you learn how to control it, 
you might be able to do magic in your human form, too..."

"I'm not human?" Paul asked with surprise.

"No. You're a witch." Nazzy said simply.

"A half-witch, actually." G gently corrected.

"Right. But as far as I know, it should work about the same." Nazzy said 
consideringly.

G shrugged, then turned to Paul and said, "From what I've heard, there 
used to be a lot of different kinds of witches, and a lot of them didn't look 
human at all. But thanks to natural selection, I guess it worked out that 
only the most human looking witches were able to make it to the twenty-
first century. I've heard stories about a lost tribe, hiding out and remaining 
separate from the human world. But the only witches that I've ever met 
can pass for human."

"We look like them as a natural defense, so that they can't easily identify us
and hunt us down." Nazzy added.

After a moment to consider, Paul quietly asked, "How do I make it work?"

"You know, after the fight, when I told you how to put it back? Now you just
do the reverse and pull it back out." G said instructively.

"Remember, there's a lady present." Nazzy said with a grin.

Vinda glanced in his direction, but since she was in the middle of chanting 
another spell, she didn't verbally respond.

"Go ahead, Paul. You can do it." G said encouragingly.

"Hold on." Paul said as he sat down and started to take off his shoes.



"Good idea." G said with a grin.

"Toad taught me that." Paul said with a smile and a wink at the younger 
boy.

* * * * *

Once Paul had his shoes and socks off, and was back to standing, he cast his
mind back to the rage and determination he felt when he saw his loved 
ones being threatened. He remembered the physical sensations as the 
horns broke through the skin of his temples.

This time, he was able to feel the creeping sensation as the different parts 
of his body began to transform.

"Whoah!" Paul suddenly yelped as he had to fight for balance.

G and Nazzy immediately hurried to steady him on his hooves.

"You got it?" G asked cautiously as he continued to hold Paul's arm.

"Yeah. The whole 'standing' thing is a lot more difficult when you don't have
toes." Paul tried to explain, then realized that his voice had dropped about 
three octaves.

"Looking good." G said with a smile as he stepped back.

"You must be about six and a half feet tall." Nazzy interjected.

Paul looked around and realized that Nazzy was right. He was significantly 
taller than he had been in his 'human' form.

"What do I do now?" Paul asked cautiously, still surprised by the sound of his
own voice.

"Just hold it there for a while. Maybe walk around a little bit and get used 
to your new body." G said thoughtfully.

"Yeah. And while you're doing that, I'll pull up another zombie." Nazzy said 
as his skin started to go pale.



Paul glanced at Toad, who was looking very toad-like in his transformed 
state, then looked at G inquiringly.

"Yeah. Here it goes." G said quietly.

G's coloring began to change, becoming something similar to the face paint 
on a clown. Paul noticed that his dark hair seemed to become even darker, 
and was becoming longer and more 'shaggy'.

The 'painted' smile that covered a large share of his face could be classified
as nothing other than a smirk. All of G's facial features were 'painted on' 
and grossly exaggerated. The overall effect was demented and disturbing...
and slightly erotic. Paul found that he couldn't look away.

'Spectacular!'

"My primary ability is illusion. But if the person I use it on doesn't know 
that, then it can become real to them." G said frankly.

"Huh?" Paul asked in confusion.

"One of my best things is fire. If you don't know that the fire is an illusion, 
then your body will react to it as if it were real. You'll get an actual burn 
from it." G explained.

"Oh." Paul said thoughtfully.

"Let's see what I can do..." G trailed off as he slowly looked around the 
room.

Paul watched G carefully, still unable to tear his gaze away.

Once G had decided what he was going to do, he seemed to brace himself 
for an incredible effort, then started to slowly raise his hands, much as 
Nazzy had done when summoning his zombie.

Suddenly, all around the room, portions of the floor seemed to fall away 
and flames began to emerge. One by one, the gray stone walls were 
covered with red velvet tapestries with ornate gold patterns embroidered 



on them.

Paul turned and was surprised to find that the room, which had been 
completely empty a moment before, was now furnished with luxurious 
furnishings. Admittedly, most of them were red and gold, but there was no 
hint that they were less than fully real.

"That's about it." G said quietly as he lowered his hands.

"That's amazing." Paul said honestly.

G smiled at the praise, then explained, "You can't sit on the chairs or feel 
the heat from the fire yet. From what Dad says, I'll probably be able to 
make my illusions more real as I get older and more powerful."

"So, does that mean that eventually you'll be able to create anything that 
you can imagine?" Paul asked in wonder.

"Not exactly. Nothing that I create is permanent. It all fades away. So even 
if I'm able to make 'real' things someday, they'll only last for a little while." 
G said regretfully.

"But can you make something like a sword?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Yeah. With something simple like that, I can even make it feel like it has 
weight and substance."

As proof, G held out his hand and a moment later a sword appeared in it.

"And if you used it on someone, would you hurt them with it?" Paul asked 
slowly.

"If they didn't know it was an illusion, yeah. Probably." G said simply, then 
admitted, "I've never actually tried stabbing anyone."

"What about a gun?" Paul asked thoughtfully.

G glanced at the sword in his hand and it immediately became a gun. "But I
haven't figured out how to do the chemical reaction of the gunpowder to 



make it fire."

"What about something like a laser gun?" Paul asked curiously.

"I don't know. I never tried." G said honestly, then the gun in his hand 
transformed slightly into a futuristic looking pistol style weapon.

G pointed it toward the wall and pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

"Maybe if I understood more about lasers I could make one that would 
work. But if the person who I was firing it at knew that it was an illusion, 
then it probably wouldn't matter because then they'd know that it couldn't 
really hurt them." G said regretfully.

"But if you can make the things you imagine become real, then maybe your 
laser would really be able to cause damage." Paul said reasonably.

"I don't know... Maybe."

"Hey, G. Let's do a swordfight." Nazzy said excitedly as he held out his 
hand.

G smiled and his laser transformed into a sword as another sword appeared 
in Nazzy's outstretched hand. It was obvious to Paul that this wasn't their 
first swordfight.

Paul carefully began to back away, then noticed Toad looking up at him.

"Do you want to come up here where you can get a better view of the 
battle?" Paul asked with a grin.

Toad seemed to disappear in a flash, then Paul felt a slight weight land on 
his shoulders.

As Paul and Toad watched, Nazzy and G began fighting each other very 
dramatically.

Although the sensation was foreign to him, Paul was fairly certain that Toad



was holding onto his horns as he was standing on his shoulders.

'Real or not, this is amazing.'

Paul supposed that the stakes weren't quite as high as they appeared to be,
since both of them knew that the swords were illusions and that they 
couldn't really get hurt by them.

Even so, the sparks and clanging sounds when the swords clashed were 
spectacular and the fight was exciting to watch.

A movement on the other side of the room drew Paul's attention and he saw
a zombie slowly walking, in search of some unknown thing.

Paul then glanced to the other side of the room, where Vinda was still 
sitting cross-legged, reading aloud from her small book.

She had already been reading far longer than she had when summoning 'the
wisp', and Paul wondered what she was trying to bring forth this time.

* * * * *

The sword fight had gone on for nearly ten minutes, but eventually both G 
and Nazzy were tired of the fight and agreed to call it a draw.

As G joined Paul and Toad at the side of the room, Paul quietly asked, "Is 
this what it's like? Is this how we live our lives?"

"This is us playing and showing off for each other. I think I know what's 
bothering you." G said as he looked up at Paul, then farther up at Toad, 
who was still on Paul's shoulders.

"What's that?" Paul asked cautiously, not entirely sure that he wanted to 
know.

"What you are might have changed, but who you are hasn't. You're still you 
and your life is still what it was before. Now it's just this, too." G said 
assuringly.



'What?'

'Is Meredith Baxter Birney about to come out here and try to 
convince us to have a dialog and explore our inner conflicts?'

'Oh, well. He's cute and he cares and he really means it.'

'I can think of worse things.'

"Hey! Paul! What do you think of this?" Nazzy called out from across the 
room.

Making sure to turn his whole body, so that Toad could see, too, Paul looked
and smiled at Nazzy and the three zombies that he had walking in a tight 
formation.

When Nazzy saw that he had their attention, he bellowed, "Behold! My 
army of the undead!"

"An army of three?" G asked with a smile.

"It's one more than I could do two months ago." Nazzy said in his defense as
he left his 'army' and crossed the room to join the others.

"I guess so." G chuckled.

'No matter how you look at it, that's pretty cool.'

'I wonder what I could do.'

"Do you think I should try to summon a demon?" Paul asked cautiously.

"No. I think that you should talk to your mom before you try something like 
that. You might be able to pull them up, but putting them back is a whole 
other story." G said frankly.

"Yeah. And if one of my zombies gets loose, it's probably not going to cause 
too much trouble. Demons... yeah, let's not do that." Nazzy said frankly.

'Right.'



'Releasing hell on earth is a bad thing.'

'Got it.'

"I did it!" Vinda exclaimed happily.

Everyone turned and saw Vinda, still sitting cross-legged on the floor, with 
a fully formed, six foot tall ghostly apparition floating right in front of her.

"Wow!" Nazzy said in amazement.

"Way to go!" G said appreciatively.

"What is your name?" Vinda asked the spirit before her in a strong, firm 
voice.

There was a long silent moment as everyone waited for the answer.

"Who are you?" Vinda asked, sounding to be quite a bit less sure of herself.

Again, they waited.

"Um... hold on. This isn't right." Vinda said nervously.

"What's wrong?" Nazzy asked with immediate concern.

Vinda muttered a quick phrase, then waited for a reaction.

Nothing happened.

She raised her hand, then made a quick swiping gesture.

Still, nothing happened.

"What is it?" G asked cautiously.

"Oh, crap!" Vinda said anxiously, then picked up her book and started 
flipping pages.

"What's up, Vin?" Nazzy asked as he hurried to her side, being careful not to



step through the ghost that was hovering in front of her.

"He won't answer me... and he won't go back." Vinda said as she found the 
page that she was looking for.

"What should we do?" Nazzy asked quietly.

"Don't worry. I've got this." Vinda said firmly, then began to read from her 
book.

As she was reading, the ghost slowly turned, then began to float across the 
room.

"Vin?" Nazzy asked anxiously.

Vinda glanced up from her book with an expression of frustration, then 
went back to reading at an increased pace.

"Whatever you're doing, it looks like your ghost isn't going to wait around 
for you to do it." G said reluctantly.

Finally, Vinda stopped reading and quickly stood as she said, "I should have 
realized that it's Halloween. It's the best night of the year for summoning 
spirits, but it's also one of the worst for sending them back."

"What should we do?" Nazzy asked helplessly.

"Follow him! Don't let him get away!" Vinda said as she hurried across the 
room.

"Come on!" G said to Paul and Toad.

"Go on ahead. We need a minute to put our shoes back on. We'll catch up 
to you." Paul said as he fought to return to his 'human' form.

With one quick jump, Toad was crouched beside him, and a moment later 
he was hurrying to pull his socks on, right beside Paul.

* * * * *



Paul and Toad hurried out of the room and into the hallway.

They stopped, frozen in their tracks, looking for anything that would 
indicate where the others might have gone.

Suddenly, the scuffing of footsteps sounded and Paul fought to determine 
where the sound had come from.

Toad took firm hold of Paul's hand and began to urgently pull.

Since Paul didn't have any reason to favor one direction over another, he let
Toad guide him.

* * * * *

They hurried down one corridor, then another.

Paul was sure that they were lost, but still had no reason to question or 
discourage Toad.

One thing he did absently notice in the rush was that although the lighting 
in the hallway was much dimmer than that of the room they had been in, 
he still couldn't find a source for it.

'Even though it isn't obvious, there's magic going on all over this 
place.'

'And unless I'm severely mistaken, the inside of this castle is a lot 
bigger than the outside.'

'What have I gotten myself into?'

As they came to an intersection of hallways, Toad suddenly stopped and 
was obviously listening for another clue.

Paul strained to hear anything and finally just barely heard what sounded 
like a footstep in the distance.

As soon as he heard the sound, Toad was urgently pulling on his hand again,
guiding him away.



* * * * *

As Paul and Toad turned a corner, they just barely caught a glimpse of G 
and Nazzy walking into a room.

Paul and Toad hurried to follow.

It took a moment for them to arrive at the doorway, but when they did, 
they stepped into a furnished room that looked like an old, forgotten 
library.

"I didn't know if you guys would be able to find us." G said with a relieved 
smile.

"Toad must be part bloodhound. I didn't have any idea of which way to go, 
but he stayed right on your trail." Paul said with a proud smile at the 
younger boy at his side.

"I think we've got it cornered!" Nazzy called out from a doorway at the side 
of the room.

"Good. Just let us know if there's something that we can do." G called in 
return, then turned his attention back to Paul and said, "Paul, I don't know 
if you've been introduced. This is my Cousin Teek."

The older teenage boy was sitting in one of the chairs reading a book, and 
Paul wasn't sure if the boy hadn't been there a moment before or if he just 
hadn't noticed him.

"My first name is Lennox, you can call me Lenn." The boy said in a low voice
with a pronounced Scottish accent.

"It's nice to meet you, Lenn." Paul said as he recalled G's earlier warning, 
which implied that 'Cousin Teek' was known to be something of a thief.

"I saw you at the wedding. Not many people our age are as strong in their 
magic as you are. That was impressive." Lenn said with a surprising lack of 
emotion behind his words.



Paul didn't get the sense that Lenn was being insincere, but more that the 
boy wasn't comfortable expressing emotions.

"Thanks." Paul said gratefully.

"Shit!" Nazzy yelped from the next room.

"That doesn't sound good." G said as he glanced toward the door, then 
turned back toward Lenn and said, "Vinda let out a ghost and she's having 
trouble putting it back. Do you want to help us catch it?"

"Really?!" Lenn asked with surprise.

In the minute or two of being in Lenn's company, Paul got the sense that 
seeing Lenn express a true emotion was probably a rare thing.

"Yeah." G confirmed, then cautiously asked, "Are you alright?"

"Not really. My parents have been having problems for a while, now. When 
we were packing to come here, my dad said that he wasn't going to come 
with us. And then he said that when me and my mom get back, he'll be 
gone." Lenn said quietly.

"Okay. That sucks." G said simply.

Paul couldn't help but smile at G's forthright manner.

'G wears his emotions out in the open, for all to see.'

'He doesn't hold anything back.'

'That's part of why I love him.'

'Yeah. That's right. I love him.'

"Stop it!" Nazzy yelled, just as the bluish-white ghost emerged from the 
side room and moved in a direct line for the door to the hallway.

"How?" G called as he hurried toward the door.



"I don't know. Get in it's way or something." Nazzy said as he met up with G.

Vinda ran out of the side room, obviously having trouble trying to read 
aloud while walking at the same time.

"Maybe ghost chasing will help to take your mind off of things. Do you want 
to?" Paul asked as he felt Toad pulling on his hand.

"Yeah." Lenn said as he started to stand.

"Come on."

* * * * *

Although Paul, Toad and Lenn started out a few seconds behind, they were 
easily able to catch up to G, Nazzy and Vinda, who were rushing down the 
hallway.

"Crap! It got away!" G called out in frustration.

"It's got to be in one of these three rooms." Nazzy said reasonably, then 
decisively added, "Vinda and I will take this one."

G looked around the rest of their group and seemed to be uncertain.

"Toad and I have been a good team so far. We'll take the second room." Paul
said simply, then guided Toad to walk with him, not waiting for G to agree.

"It looks like it's you and me, Teek... I mean, Lenn. Come on." G said as he 
started toward the third door.

* * * * *

As Paul and Toad walked into the room that Paul had chosen, they noticed 
not only that it seemed to be another library, but also that it was currently 
occupied.

"Sorry. We were just..." Paul began to say, but was interrupted.

"Come in and join us. We're just plotting and scheming for tonight." A 



comparatively young woman said pleasantly.

"We really can't stay..." Paul began to say.

"You're Paul, D's new son, aren't you? I'm Isobel, this is my brother, Gilles. 
Here's my mom and dad, Grace and Rhiseart and my Aunt Wanda." The 
young woman said pleasantly.

"Have you seen a ghost come in here?" Paul asked suddenly, hoping to 
wedge his question into Isobel's relentless introductions.

After a moment to consider, Isobel looked at him and said, "A ghost? No. We
haven't seen anyone or anything since we came in."

"Then we need to go. We've lost one and we need to hurry up and find it." 
Paul said in a rush before the young woman could start talking again.

"Welcome to the family." Isobel chuckled, then watched as Paul and Toad 
hurried out of the room.

* * * * *

"If all your relatives are like her, it's no wonder you don't talk." Paul said 
absently as he walked with Toad toward the room that G and Lenn had 
gone into.

Toad looked up at Paul with an amused smile and delight dancing in his 
eyes.

* * * * *

As they walked into the next room, they noticed that Lenn and G were 
talking to a pair of men, one of whom appeared to be in his fifties and the 
other much older.

"Paul, this is my cousin... our cousin, Mungo and his dad, Uncle Iain." G said
with an air of formality that indicated to Paul that these were people that 
G respected.



"I'm sorry to interrupt." Paul said to the men, then looked at G and asked, 
"Did you find the ghost?"

"No. He didn't come in here." G said simply.

"Then we'd better go and help Nazzy and Vinda." Paul said decisively.

"Go on. I'll be right there." G said calmly.

Paul didn't expect the response, but could see that G was worried about 
something having to do with the two men. He was being unusually calm and
gentle in their presence.

"I'll go with you." Lenn said quietly as he stepped away from G's side.

Paul gave a simple nod, then turned to leave.

As he was walking out the door, he just barely heard G quietly asking, "Are 
you okay, Mungo?"

* * * * *

Paul felt a sense of urgency building within him as he rushed down the hall,
past the room where Isobel was located and on to the final room, where 
Nazzy and Vinda had gone.

Stepping into the room, it was obvious that it was a game room, or more 
precisely, a billiard room.

Nazzy appeared to have the ghost backed into a corner and was standing 
before it with his arms outstretched as Vinda hurriedly read aloud from her
book.

When Nazzy heard Paul and the others enter the room, he reflexively 
turned to see who had joined them.

In that instant, the ghost made its move, slipping past Nazzy and floating 
across the room.

"Shit!" Vinda screamed as she turned and started to follow.



Before Paul could fully assess what was going on, the ghost slipped past 
him and into the hallway.

"Don't let it get away!" Nazzy called out as he started running toward the 
door.

Lenn was the first into the hallway and took off in a dead run to chase the 
ghost.

Paul and Toad ran out next, followed closely by Nazzy and Vinda.

"Did it get away from you?" G called out from the doorway farther down the
hall.

"Not yet." Paul called in return, not slowing his pace.

* * * * *

"He went in here!" Lenn announced as he pulled open a large, but strangely
plain looking iron door. Most of the doors in the castle were somewhat 
ornate, engraved with patterns or outfitted with some type of interesting 
hardware. This one was conspicuous in its bland normalcy.

As Paul hurried into the room, he was stunned by the size of it.

The room was astoundingly enormous, not only in width and length, but 
also in height.

The ghost was travelling across the expanse at an impressive speed.

"What is this place?" Paul asked as they ran across the room.

"If I had to guess, I'd say it's the throne room." G said as he finally was able 
to catch up to the others.

"Really?" Paul asked with surprise.

"I don't know. Like I said, it's just a guess. But what else would you do with 
a room this size?" G said honestly.



Before Paul could formulate an answer, the ghost disappeared through a 
closed door.

Lenn was the first to reach the door and quickly pulled it open.

* * * * *

"This isn't good." G said as he recognized where they were.

Paul could hear the sound of voices, not very far away.

"He went this way." Lenn said urgently, opposite from the direction that the
voices were coming from.

Paul suddenly realized that they were in the hallway just off the dining 
room, where the reception had been held. He couldn't quite get his mind to
wrap around the fact that they'd come full circle and were back where 
they'd started. But he was happy to realize that the ghost hadn't decided to
go to the dining room and expose their transgression.

"What's down this way?" Nazzy asked as he hurried to follow Lenn.

"The kitchen and pantries and stuff like that." G answered.

"He went in here." Lenn said as he turned suddenly and stepped through a 
doorway.

The rest of the group followed, and all of them came to a sudden stop 
when they found that the room was occupied.

There were about a dozen people present, sitting around a large, plain 
table and none of them looked to be under sixty years old.

"Did anyone see a ghost come through here?" G asked loudly.

One of the few people that Paul recognized, Uncle Neese, pointed to a 
door at the far side of the room.

G led the way with determination, the others following.



"Is there a problem?" A woman asked with concern. It took a moment for it 
to register to Paul that the woman was G's Aunt Zennie. Being seated across
the room, her red dress with black polka dots wasn't immediately evident.

"We accidentally let something out and we need to be sure that it gets put 
back. That's all." Paul assured her as he paused, hoping to do some damage 
control.

"I don't think any of us here have an aptitude for dealing with spirits, but I 
wish you luck on your endeavor." Aunt Zennie said sincerely.

"Thanks." Paul responded before hurrying with Toad out the door that Lenn,
G, Nazzy and Vinda had already passed through.

* * * * *

Paul hurried through the adjoining room and as he stepped back out into 
the hallway, he nearly walked face-first into the ghost that was travelling 
directly toward him.

It veered away at the last moment and sped off down the hall.

"We almost had it!" G exclaimed in frustration as he took off running again.

Paul could feel himself getting tired, but started running anyway, joining 
the others.

* * * * *

"That's not good." G said as he stopped outside a doorway.

"Why not?" Paul asked as he stopped beside G and fought to catch his 
breath.

"That's the 'vault', where they keep the family silver. That room's supposed 
to be locked at all times." G said seriously as he tried to see into the 
darkness.

"Is there another door out of there?" Paul asked cautiously.



"How would I know? Do you think they'd ever let me go in there?" G asked 
frankly.

"No. There isn't another door." Lenn said simply, and sounded confident in 
his assertion.

"How do you know that?" G asked suspiciously.

"We've been around this room on all sides. Unless there's an exit through 
the roof or the floor, there's no other way out. And since this is supposed to
be a vault, I seriously doubt that they'd put trap doors or secret passages in
it." Lenn said reasonably.

"Can't it just go through a wall, like it did with the closed doors?" Paul 
asked cautiously.

"No. At least, probably not. Walls are boundaries that are put into place in 
the physical world to restrict movement. Over time, the physical walls 
become spiritual walls, which is good, because that way not every spirit 
roaming the earth can walk into your home whenever it wants to. Besides 
that, the walls not only provide limits, but also structure. Without them, 
the spirits couldn't navigate the spiritual world. It would just be an expanse
of nothing, not even ground to walk on." Vinda said seriously, then thought 
to add, "It would take a ghost with superior awareness and power to push 
through a spiritual barrier like that."

"So we can just wait here and not let it get out, right?" Paul asked 
cautiously.

"Yes. We'll block the doorway and Vinda can recite her spell to send it back.
The spell should work as long as the ghost is within the sound of her voice."
G said confidently.

That being said, Vinda sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the doorway 
and took a few deep breaths before beginning to read.

The others gathered behind her, side by side.

All of a sudden, there was a clatter of something falling inside the vault.



"Should we go in and see what's happening?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Anyone who goes in there is taking the chance of getting blamed if 
anything's broken or missing." Lenn warned him.

"He's right. As long as we're all out here together, we're all each other's 
witnesses." G confirmed.

"Should we get someone with a key to come here and lock it up?" Paul 
asked quietly.

"Yeah. But not until after Vinda's gotten rid of it." G said firmly.

All of a sudden, the ghost was standing right in front of them.

It didn't hesitate to pass right through G and Paul, who were standing side 
by side.

'Just when I thought that things couldn't get any weirder...'

"Gross! I didn't think it'd do that!" Paul said with revulsion at the sensation.

"Aww Man! Now I smell like old people!" G said with disgust.

"Let's go after him!" Nazzy said as he started to run.

Before G could follow, Vinda put a hand on his shoulder to hold him back.

"Do you know who that was?" Vinda asked hopefully.

"A ghost! What more do you need to know?" G asked as he fought not to 
break away from her and run after Nazzy.

"Well, if I know its name, then I'll be able to send it back a lot easier." 
Vinda said patiently.

"No. I don't know." G said firmly, then snapped, "Come on!"

* * * * *



"Did you see which way it went?" G asked as he caught up to Nazzy and 
Lenn.

"In there." Nazzy said as he indicated the door that they were approaching.

"That's the kitchen. When we get inside, Lenn and I will go right. Paul and 
Toad, go left. Nazzy and Vinda, go up the middle." G said decisively.

'That's my alpha.'

* * * * *

As Paul hurried into the kitchen, he was as surprised as any of the others at
the sight of Grandma Gruit with a slightly younger man, sitting with her at 
a table. From his appearance, Paul surmised that he was probably in his 
sixties.

"Are you responsible for this?" Grandma Gruit asked as she indicated the 
ghost that had stopped at her side.

"Yes, Ma'am." G said as he stood forward, to speak for the group.

"Thank you." Grandma Gruit said with a gentle smile at him.

Paul realized in that moment that a smile seemed to be completely out of 
place on her usually tightly controlled face.

"In case you haven't been introduced, this is my late husband, Ewan. He's 
also Tamhas' father." She said as she indicated first the ghost, then the man
across the table from her. "What a wonderful Halloween gift. Thank you 
all."

Puzzled looks flashed around the group, none of them knowing how to 
respond.

"Are you going to need any help sending him back when you're done 
visiting?" G asked cautiously.

"I'll see that he gets home." Grandma Gruit assured him.



"Oh, well... It's nice to meet you Great-Grandpa Ewan. I'm G. We're just 
going to go... now." G stammered.

Since none of the rest of them had anything to add, they followed G out of 
the room in silence.

* * * * *

As the group meandered down the hallway, in the general direction of the 
great hall, Paul quietly asked, "What are we supposed to do now? Go to 
bed?"

"No. It's Halloween. If anyone has a family member who isn't a witch and 
doesn't know about us, they'll probably be going to bed now. The rest of us 
are going to wait until 'Night's Noontime' for the real celebration."

'I don't know if he's trying to be spooky and give me the creeps...'

'But after everything that's happened, I'm really okay with it...'

'Bring it on!'

The group walked out of the hallway and around the staircase to reveal the
expanse of the great hall.

It looked as though everything from the wedding had been cleared away.

"Shouldn't we tell someone about the vault?" Lenn asked cautiously.

"Oh, yeah. Grandpa J is probably around here, somewhere. He's the best 
one to tell about it." G said decisively.

There wasn't any debate or even looks of question. The group simply 
followed along.

* * * * *

"Would you be here in search of a snack?" Grandma B asked warmly as they 
walked into the dining room.



"Actually, we were just looking for Grandpa J." G said honestly, but couldn't
help himself and glanced at the variety of snack foods on the massive 
table.

"I'm thinking that he's in the sitting room... although I can't be sure. You 
never can tell with that one." Grandma B finished with a chuckle.

"Maybe we could stop for something to eat, first?" Nazzy cautiously 
suggested.

"No. We need to talk to Grandpa J." G said firmly.

Nazzy looked regretfully at the vast expanse of food, but didn't argue.

* * * * *

"Tadhg, did you have a good time?" Kat asked, when she noticed the group 
walking into the room.

Toad firmly held her gaze for a moment, then slowly closed his eyes, then 
just as slowly reopened them.

"That's wonderful, that is! I knew you'd be having fun. You've always been 
more socially attuned to the older crowd." Kat said as she pulled him into a
hug.

Paul couldn't help but smile at the physical expression of caring that Toad 
and his mother shared.

"Grandpa J, we were just down by the kitchen and the vault door was 
open." G said urgently.

"You didn't go inside, did you?" Grandpa J asked cautiously.

"No. None of us did. I just thought that you'd want to know." G said 
seriously.

"Good. The last thing we need tonight is to have to deal with a curse." 
Grandpa J said frankly, then thoughtfully said, "It's strange, only someone 



who knows the wards should be able to unlock that door. I wonder who 
opened it." Grandpa J said thoughtfully.

"Well... the ghost of Great-Grandpa Ewan opened it. He seemed like he was
kinda in a hurry and didn't close it again when he left." G said reluctantly.

"Dad's ghost is here?!" Grandpa J asked with excitement.

"Yeah. We left him in the kitchen with Grandma Gruit and Uncle Tamhas. 
Grandma Gruit said that she'd take care of him." G said cautiously.

"Well, Dad would certainly know how to nullify the wards. I'll go and check 
on that door now, then I'll stop by the kitchen for a visit." Grandpa J said as
he stood from his easy chair.

G smiled as his grandfather excitedly left the room.

After a moment, Nazzy walked to G's side and put a hand on his shoulder.

G looked at him curiously.

"Food." Nazzy whispered.

G smiled, then responded, "I like that plan."

* * * * *

"G, your father was suggesting that you might be willing to help us out at 
the celebration tonight." Grandma B said in a rush as she approached him 
at the dining room table, loaded with snack foods.

"What did he promise that I'd do?" G asked cautiously.

"He was thinking that you might be willing to cast an illusion over the great
hall to make things a bit more interesting for the celebration." Grandma B 
said hopefully.

"Interesting? Do you want it in flames or something?" G asked as he glanced 
at Paul to see if he might have any idea of what she was asking.



"No. No. Not flames. But the folding chairs look a bit... plain. He was 
suggesting that you might be able to come up with something a little 
more... showy." Grandma B said hopefully.

"I don't know. That's an awful lot of detail. And if I'm off, then someone 
could miss the chair when they go to sit down and there isn't a chair hiding 
out under my illusion." G said thoughtfully.

"If you're not up to it, we'll still be able to manage. Your father just thought
that this might be an opportunity for you to be able to make a contribution
and show the family how practical your ability can be." Grandma B said 
frankly.

'Hold on a second. I see what you did there.'

"It'll take me a little bit to get it all sorted out in my head. Am I going to 
have time?" G asked cautiously.

"We'll make the time. We've never done much in the way of decorations, 
and I think it will add a nice touch to tonight's celebration." Grandma B said
warmly.

"I don't know if it'll work, but I'll give it a try." G said reluctantly.

"Maybe your new brother and your friends will be willing to help you get 
everything set up to your liking." Grandma B suggested as she looked at 
Paul, Nazzy, Vinda and Lenn.

'Look at her go!'

'Grandma B knows how to work it!'

"Do you guys want to help me?" G asked hopefully.

"Sure. If you'll tell us what we have to do." Nazzy answered easily.

'Why not? It'll be good to have something to do to help out.'

Paul nodded his agreement.



"Let's go see what we have to do." G said cheerfully as he started walking 
toward the door.

Nazzy and Vinda automatically followed.

Paul looked at Lenn and quietly asked, "Do you want to help us?"

"I don't think that my magical ability will be of any use." Lenn said frankly.

"I doubt that they're going to need any demons summoned to get the job 
done, so mine won't be any good, either. But we can still help move chairs 
and stuff." Paul said seriously.

"I'd better not. If people see you hanging around with me, they might start 
thinking that you're like I am." Lenn said quietly.

"Bad reputation, huh?" Paul asked simply.

"For the last couple of years... I did some stupid stuff... Now everyone 
thinks that that's who I am." Lenn said regretfully.

"My life has changed so much in the past two weeks I can't even tell you all 
of it. I didn't know anything about witches or magic or... myself, really. All 
of a sudden, everything changed, like, all at once. Maybe that's what you 
need, too." Paul suggested cautiously.

"What do you mean?" Lenn asked curiously.

"You told us that thing about your dad. Maybe you could use that big major 
change in your life as an excuse to make other changes. Decide how you 
want things to be, and then try to make them be that way." Paul said 
slowly.

"I don't know. I feel like if I try, that I'll just make a big mess of it, just like I
always do." Lenn said as his eyes welled with tears.

'Oh, poor little me...'

'Oh, well. Honestly, when your life goes to shit, sometimes you need 



that.'

'But once your pity party has run its course, it's time to put your 
testicles to good use.'

Paul sat down in the chair next to Lenn's, then said in a quiet but firm 
voice, "You made mistakes. Guess what, you're going to make more. Accept 
it. That's life. Move on. The thing with your dad, that sucks. It's not fair. 
Guess what... That's life, too. Move on. Like it or not, what happens next is
up to you. You need to change what you can, and deal with what you can't."

After a moment, Lenn cautiously asked, "Are all Americans as brash as you?"

"No. In fact, I'm not usually like this. Most of the time I'm quiet and I just 
react to whatever's happening to me. But sometimes that doesn't work and 
I have to stand up for myself. Right now, I can see that you're hurting. I 
know what that's like. Be who you want to be. Live like you want to live. 
Will things be perfect? No. They're probably going to suck. But as long as 
you keep going and you don't give up, you can make things better."

"Is that what you did?" Lenn asked cautiously, seeming to be on the verge of
believing that things could improve for him.

"I tried to." Paul said simply, then reluctantly admitted, "I guess, to be 
honest, my life was pretty crappy until two weeks ago. But I didn't live like 
my life was crappy. I went to school and tried to make the best out of each 
day, no matter how bad it was. Sometimes things would get tough and it'd 
get me down, but I wouldn't let it keep me down. I guess that's what I'm 
really saying, shit's going to happen. Deal with it. Get over it. Keep moving 
forward."

'Cue theme music, possibly something by Chumbawamba.'

"When things were really bad at home, sometimes I'd go out and... steal 
things." Lenn quietly admitted.

"Yeah. That sounds like one of those 'cries for help' that you're always 
hearing about." Paul said thoughtfully, then quickly added, "How about next



time you feel like doing something like that, you make a literal call for 
help?"

"What?" Lenn asked in confusion.

"Call me. I can't promise that I'll be able to help you figure things out, but 
at least I can listen and tell you that I agree that 'whatever it is' sucks and 
things like that." Paul said frankly.

"Paul, G's figured out what he's going to do. We could use some help with 
the chairs." Nazzy said as he approached.

"Okay. We'll be right there." Paul said easily, then looked at Lenn with 
question.

"I'll do it." Lenn finally said.

"Good." Paul said with a smile, then added, "Come on."

* * * * *

As soon as Nazzy, Paul and Lenn walked into the great hall, G quickly 
asked, "Will you guys start setting the chairs up over there? We're going to 
put them in a semicircle so that everyone can see the front."

Paul could see what G was saying and immediately went to work.

"Make sure you leave about a foot of space between the chairs. That way I 
can make my illusion look right." G said anxiously.

"Are you going to be able to keep your illusion up that long? You have a 
time limit, don't you?" Nazzy asked as he started setting up chairs.

"I don't know. I'm going to try. If my illusion fails in the middle of the 
ceremony, it won't really hurt anything." G said thoughtfully, then quickly 
said, "Lenn, would you space those out a little bit more?"

"Right." Lenn responded, then began readjusting the chairs that he had 
already positioned.



"How's this?" Vinda called from across the room.

"Could you move that row back a little? I'm going to need plenty of room to 
envelope each chair in an illusion.

"Are you going to be able to do this many?" Nazzy asked uncertainly.

"There's only one way to find out." G said frankly.

"I mean... there's so many of them..." Nazzy tried to explain.

"Yeah. But I'm going to put the same illusion on every chair. So I'll be doing 
the same thing over and over, not a bunch of different things, like I usually 
do." G fought to explain.

"Yeah. But still, there's so many." Nazzy said as he continued to carefully 
space his chairs.

"It'll work or it won't. If the whole family has to sit on plain old folding 
chairs, we're no worse off than if I hadn't tried." G said honestly.

"I guess not." Nazzy reluctantly agreed.

"Is this right?" Lenn asked uncertainly.

G looked at the area where he was working and finally said, "Yeah. That 
looks great."

"Are you going to do anything besides the chairs?" Vinda asked curiously.

"We'll just have to wait and see what I've got left to give once the chairs 
are done." G said frankly.

"I wish there was something that I could do to help you." Paul said honestly.

"You're doing it." G assured him.

Paul smiled at the response and renewed his efforts.

* * * * *



"How are things going in here?" Grandma B asked as she slowly walked into 
the great hall.

"Pretty good. How are we doing for time?" G asked as he looked around.

"A few people have shown up, but I'll be keeping them out of your way until
you're ready for us." Grandma B said seriously.

"Is this enough chairs for everyone?" G asked cautiously.

"Yes. Probably more than enough, since the little ones have gone to bed by 
now." Grandma B said with a smile.

"Then I guess I'm ready. Would everyone stand back?" G asked as he also 
backed up, so that he could get a clear view of the entire room.

Since Paul didn't know which chairs G was going to change first, he watched
carefully for whatever was going to happen.

All of a sudden, one of the chairs near him seemed to reform itself into a 
new configuration. A moment before it had been a plain gray folding chair, 
now it looked like a handcrafted work of art. The legs were engraved with 
long flowing patterns which terminated in 'feet'. The seat cushion appeared
to be a lush velvet with gold embroidery. The back of the chair was low, 
and also had a cushion, embroidered in the same elegant style. At the top 
of the back, the golden wood was styled into ornamental filagrees that 
perfectly matched the pattern of the cushions.

'G isn't just a witch, he's an artist.'

As Paul looked up from the nearest example of G's work, he saw that well 
over half the chairs in the room had been transformed.

He held his breath, not wanting to take the chance of making a sound and 
interrupting G's concentration.

When the last chair had transformed, Paul looked at G with concern.

From G's expression, there was no doubt that he was feeling drained, but 



Paul saw the determination in his eyes as he looked around the expansive 
room, then dramatically raised his arms in a grand lifting gesture.

Suddenly tapestries began to appear and incredible gold and crystal 
chandeliers dropped from the ceiling.

Beneath their feet, red carpeting appeared, which was the same warm 
tone of red as in the chair cushions.

"G, that's wonderful, it is. You've done much better than I expected... 
better than I could have imagined." Grandma B said in wonder as she 
looked around the room.

"I'm not done yet." G said in a determined voice.

Paul wanted to object. He could see how far G had pushed himself. But he 
knew better than to interfere with G's achievement.

'I'm right here with you.'

'I've got your back.'

'Be the alpha.'

G turned to face one of the few walls that didn't have a tapestry covering 
it.

A beautifully crafted frame appeared. Then within the frame a murky 
darkness started to form.

Everyone waited to see what was going to happen next.

But nothing did.

"I can't do it." G reluctantly admitted as the frame faded into nothingness.

"What were you trying to do?" Nazzy asked curiously.

"I was going to make a window. I've figured out how to make illusions that 
look like you're really seeing outside. As long as you're looking through the 



window, from that one fixed point of view, it looks like I've created the 
whole outside world." G said wearily, then added, "Creating all the other 
illusions must have been too much."

"I can make a real window, if that's what you want." Lenn cautiously 
offered.

"How's that?" G asked with interest.

"My magic is all about invisibility. I can make a section of the wall invisible 
so that you can really see outside."

"Can you undo it if it doesn't turn out right?" G asked cautiously.

"Yeah. Can you put the window frame back, like you had it?"

"Here you go." G said as he looked at the wall and the golden frame 
reappeared.

Lenn stepped forward and put both of his hands flat on the wall, then he 
seemed to lose himself in concentration.

As Paul watched, Lenn began to fade from sight.

Only the slightest transparent image of him remained in place, braced 
against the stone wall.

Suddenly, the wall began to go dark and seemed to be dissolving.

"Almost..." Lenn said with effort.

Paul glanced at him and could still see his vague outline.

"That's it." Lenn said with accomplishment.

Paul looked out the 'window' and all he could see was infinite blackness.

"That's not quite what I had in mind." G reluctantly admitted.

"We've got this." Nazzy said as he stepped forward.



"What's that?" G asked hesitantly.

"Well, since Toad isn't in here, I think that Vinda and I can shine some light 
on the situation." Nazzy said confidently.

"Fairy lights, you know, for stars?" Vinda asked cautiously.

"Sounds good. Go ahead, I'm going to go for an overall aura." Nazzy said 
simply.

Vinda nodded, then began to quietly chant.

Nazzy held his hands out and his skin color began to fade.

The increasing light outside the 'window' drew Paul's attention. The 
nightime world of the Scottish highlands began to unfold before his amazed
eyes.

"Don't be making it too bright. This is supposed to be a midnight 
celebration." Grandma B warned them.

"How's that?" Nazzy asked as he lowered his arms.

"Eerie." Paul whispered.

'I guess that sometimes being the alpha doesn't mean doing it all by 
yourself.'

'Asking for help isn't admitting defeat.'

'It's getting the job done.'

'What could be more alpha than that?'

"Good. That's just what I was going for." Nazzy said with a grin, then turned
to G and asked, "Do you think a few zombies on the front lawn might help 
to set the mood?"

G's eyes went wide and he suddenly asked, "Did you remember to send your
zombies back?"



"Oh crap!" Nazzy said in realization.

"I'll go with you." Vinda immediately volunteered.

Nazzy glanced at G apologetically, then quietly said, "We'll be right back."

* * * * *

"Should we go with them?" Paul asked cautiously.

"No. They'll be fine. Besides, I'm betting that they're probably going to 
appreciate having a few minutes alone together." G assured him.

"Oooh. Isn't it lovely?" An elderly woman exclaimed as she slowly walked 
into the room.

Paul looked past her to see many other members of the family entering the
great hall.

"D's son, G, was the one to do the decorations." Grandma B said proudly as 
she gestured toward him.

"This is so nice." An older man said in amazement as he looked around.

Paul put an arm around G and hugged him tightly to express his pride in 
him.

"Let's go ahead and sit down, so that we can save some seats for Nazzy and 
Vinda." G said quietly.

Paul took one last look out the 'window' and marvelled at the eerie, yet 
beautiful sight of the Scottish highlands bathed in moonlight.

* * * * *

G seemed to be fixated on his illusions and was carefully looking at every 
detail to make sure that everything looked right.

When Paul noticed Lenn walking by, he quickly said, "You can sit with us if 
you want to, Lenn. We're just saving these two seats for Nazzy and Vinda."



"Thank you." Lenn said quietly as he sat down.

"G hasn't told me much about what's going on tonight. I know it's some kind 
of celebration, but that's about it." Paul said frankly.

"It's really just a family gathering. We do it on Halloween because we're 
witches and it's one of our high holidays, but that's mostly just tradition."

Paul slowly nodded, then hesitantly asked, "What are we going to be 
doing?"

"Nothing." Lenn answered simply, then at Paul's look of surprise, he 
explained, "This is a celebration of family and magic. So the different 
family groups get together and each one does a performance to show the 
family what they've been able to achieve."

"Are you going to be doing something like that?" Paul asked cautiously.

"No. This is just for the adults. Every now and then, one of the kids might 
be brought in to help out with their family's demonstration. But for the 
most part, we're just here to sit back and enjoy the show." Lenn said 
honestly.

Paul thought about that for a moment, then slowly said, "When Toad came 
to do magic with us, his dad said something about him getting the chance 
to see what he might someday be able to achieve."

"I've never had it put to me that way, but that sounds a lot better than 
saying that we're not invited to participate."

"Since I've never been around this stuff before, I'm really interested to see 
what they're going to do." Paul said with a smile.

"You're going to love it." G said from Paul's other side.

Paul smiled at him, then asked, "So, does this mean that everyone in the 
whole family is going to get up to perform?"

"No. Some people have abilities that you can't really show off, like 



Grandma Gruit. She does spells, potions and charms. She can do some 
really awesome stuff, but I don't know how she could really show it off in 
front of people." G quietly explained.

"Some other people need special things for their magic to work. Great-
Uncle Iain is like that. If he's beside a lake or a pool of water, he can do 
really incredible things with it. But standing here inside the castle, he can't
use his magic much at all." Lenn added.

"Yeah, and there's some who just don't want to get in front of people, like 
Mungo." G said seriously.

"Is that what he was worried about, when we saw him before?" Paul asked 
curiously.

"No. Mungo's kind of... fragile, I mean, emotionally. He doesn't do well in 
large groups of people. Uncle Iain took him to a quiet place to calm him 
down after dinner and to prepare him for tonight." G carefully explained.

"For some reason, I thought that being a witch would mean that you 
wouldn't have problems like regular people." Paul said absently.

"Nope. If you hit us, we cry. If you cut us, we bleed. Of course, then we'll 
turn you into a toad, but that's beside the point." G finished with a smile.

"After meeting Toad, I can think of worse things to be." Paul said frankly.

"He's grown up a lot since the last time I saw him." G said admiringly.

"Everyone! May I have your attention!" Grandma B called out from the front
of the room.

G quickly looked past the staircase toward the hallway to see if Nazzy and 
Vinda were on their way back yet.

"Should we go after them?" Paul asked cautiously.

"If we did, we'd probably walk in on something that we shouldn't." G said 
frankly.



"Oh. Right." Paul said as he realized what G was saying.

"I know that you haven't come all this way to listen to my banter, so I'll just 
ask Great Uncle Neese and Aunt Zennie to come up here and get us 
started." Grandma B said before stepping aside.

"What's Grandma B's magical ability? Do you know?" Paul asked curiously.

"Do you remember what Vinda was telling you about basic magic?" G asked 
in return.

"Yeah."

"Grandma B is a master of that kind of magic. Not only can she do the 
really basic stuff that just about everyone else can do, but she can do 
bigger and better versions of those spells. Think about it, with her magic, 
she keeps this entire castle clean, lighted, pest-free, warm and probably a 
dozen other things that I've never even thought about." G said seriously.

"Wow." Paul whispered as he watched Uncle Neese and Aunt Zennie slowly 
making their way to stand before the family assembly.

"First a wedding and now this. What a remarkable and wonderful day this 
has been. Add to that the fact that my brother Ewan is able to join us and 
it truly is a reason to celebrate." Uncle Neese said with a warm look toward
the ghostly figure accompanying Grandma Gruit, Grandpa J and Tamhas.

Aunt Zennie stood forward, wearing red with black polka dots, as usual, 
and dramatically said, "This is our custom. This is our way. Let the 
celebration begin."

As she said the words, a swarm of thousands of ladybugs rose up from all 
around her. Aunt Zennie made a few hand gestures and the swarm moved 
to engulf the entire gathering, covering them with a living dome. All the 
ladybugs were moving in the same counter-clockwise direction and Paul 
found the sensation dizzying.

"As my daughter has said, it has begun." Uncle Neese called out firmly, then
raised his hands upward, in what Paul was beginning to think of as a 



'summoning' gesture.

Paul tried to follow where the ladybugs were going and realized that they 
seemed to be flying into the black polka dots on Aunt Zennie's dress. Within
a minute, all the ladybugs had vanished. The dizzying swarm that had 
engulfed them all was simply... gone.

Before Paul could begin to process what he was seeing, a cloud of black 
started to rise up from behind Uncle Neese, emerging from his shadow on 
the floor. As soon as Paul saw them, he froze in place.

Bats.

Hundreds of black bats started fluttering up into the air.

Paul didn't have any logical reason to be afraid, but he was.

Something about the creatures had always been off-putting to him and 
seeing them in the flesh made it that much worse.

Uncle Neese made a thrusting gesture toward the assembled family and his 
bats responded.

Just as with Aunt Zennie's ladybugs, the bats surrounded the family 
gathering and all of them seemed to be flying in the same direction.

"If any of your relatives are about to summon spiders, tell me now. I'll 
leave." Paul whispered firmly.

"I don't know of anyone who does that, but if someone turns up, I'll be right
behind you." G assured him.

When Uncle Neese lowered his hands, all the bats returned to him. The 
living cloud of bats moved as a single being and seemed to disappear into 
Uncle Neese's shadow.

Applause started on the other side of the room, then seemed to catch on to
everyone else.



"What you've just seen were examples of mass summoning and control. 
That's really hard to do." G said seriously.

Paul could imagine that it was.

"What did we miss?" Nazzy asked as he and Vinda rushed into the room.

"Bats and ladybugs. They just started. We saved you seats." G said as he 
indicated the empty chairs beside him.

"Thanks." Nazzy said appreciatively.

"Did you get all your zombies put to bed?" G asked with a smile.

"Yeah. They were right where I left them. No problem." Nazzy said happily.

"Uh oh." Paul said when he saw who was getting up to perform.

"What's wrong?" G asked with concern.

"Toad and I met Isobel before... I tell you what, just wake me up when she's
done talking." Paul said frankly.

'Or in the morning, whichever comes first.'

"That's Isobel, alright. You know, I don't think I've ever heard her brother, 
Gilles, speak. I wonder if he can." G said thoughtfully.

"He probably wonders if he can, too. If he's always around Isobel, he's never
going to get the chance to find out." Paul said with a grin.

"I guess you already know who Grace and Wanda are, so that's everyone." G 
said frankly.

"I know their names, but I don't know which is which... witch." Paul finished
with a smirk.

G rolled his eyes at the terrible pun.

'Give me a break! Sometimes you just have to go for it.'



"The one with the darker hair is my mom, Wanda." Lenn said quietly.

"There's something I don't understand. Does your specialty of magic come 
from your parents or is it always a completely random 'luck of the draw'?" 
Paul asked curiously.

"It's a little of both. Families tend to have similar abilities, but every now 
and then something can pop up out of nowhere, that no one ever 
expected." G explained.

"There's been a few divorces caused by that." Nazzy interjected from G's 
other side.

"Yeah. When two summoners pop out a weather witch, questions will be 
asked." G confirmed.

"But what do you think's going to happen with our sister? Your dad makes 
inanimate things come to life and my mom summons demons... how is that 
going to work?" Paul asked curiously.

"We'll just have to wait and see." G said simply.

"Who did the spell on the room, again?" A voice called from the front.

"I did." G immediately responded.

"Thank you. It's lovely. This is going to make everything so much nicer." She 
said gratefully.

Paul looked at her, then asked, "That's Grace, right?"

"Yeah, she's Gilles and Isobel's mom." Lenn confirmed.

Paul had been keeping an eye on the front and was surprised to see the 
only man up there suddenly shrink into a tiny, skinny little five year old 
boy.

"Gilles is like G, he doesn't get stronger when he's transformed." Lenn said 
quietly.



"What's his power?" Paul asked curiously.

"He's becoming a master of curses. From what my mom says, he's got a real 
talent for it." Lenn said frankly.

Before Paul could think of what to say, Wanda, Grace and Isobel all 
suddenly became smaller, much like Gilles, except that they had wings.

"Their clothes changed." Paul said suddenly.

"What?" G asked from his other side.

"When they transformed, their clothes changed to fit them." Paul said 
seriously.

"Oh, yeah. That's not something that I've ever had to worry about, since I 
don't change size when I transform. I know that it's a basic spell, but there 
was never a reason for me to learn it." G said frankly.

"I have a clothing spell, but I don't think it'd be much help." Lenn said 
seriously.

"How's that?" Paul asked curiously.

"I have a spell that makes my clothes turn invisible when my body does... I 
doubt that you'd want something like that." Lenn said quietly.

"Um, no. Thanks. I can't see me having a need for invisible clothes." Paul 
said honestly.

"There are lots of members of the family who have physical transformation 
abilities. I bet that most of them use basic spells to adjust their clothes so 
that they don't have to worry about them getting ripped up." G said frankly,
then motioned toward the front, where Wanda, Grace and Isobel were 
flying around above Gilles at a dizzying speed.

"I'd throw up if I had to do that." Lenn said absently.

"Yeah." Paul responded as he watched, then smiled when he saw that Gilles



had taken out a wooden flute and began to play.

"Here they go." G said carefully as he kept his focus on the performance.

The three little 'fairies' were flying faster and faster and even though Paul 
was all the way in the back, he could feel a breeze being generated by 
them.

All of a sudden, Paul could see a miniature tornado beginning to form.

"If we were outside, a real five year old could probably do that, but to 
create a tornado inside a building takes a lot of power and skill." Lenn said 
informatively.

The three 'fairies' landed just as Gilles played the last notes of his little 
tune.

Applause started up and Paul joined in. Even though he didn't know exactly 
how much time and effort went into planning such a thing, he could easily 
believe that what they had done was worthy of praise.

All four of the 'performers' returned to their adult forms and seemed to be 
pleased with themselves as they went back to their chairs.

A man stepped forward and seemed to have a bit of swagger in his step.

Paul didn't know who he was but felt an automatic dislike for him. He didn't
know if it were the obviously fake tan, the gaudy gold jewelry, the really 
bad comb-over or a combination thereof.

"That's Uncle Pear." G said unenthusiastically.

"The douchebag?" Paul asked to confirm.

A yelp of laughter sounded from Paul's other side.

He looked at Lenn curiously.

"It's not that you called him that, but that you came to that conclusion 
without even meeting him." Lenn tried to say past his laughter.



"G warned me about him, yesterday."

"Oh? Did he warn you about me, too?" Lenn asked cautiously.

"Yeah."

"What did he say?"

"That you steal things." Paul said simply.

"Oh." Lenn said quietly.

"Well, you do. What's the big deal? You said that you're not going to do that 
anymore. I believe you. I think we're good." Paul said simply.

"Is that all he said?" Lenn asked cautiously.

"Yeah. It was a warning, just the same way that I'd hope that you'd warn me
about someone who might hurt me." Paul said seriously.

Lenn slowly nodded, then pointed toward the front of the room before 
saying, "Never believe one word that man says. He will use you until there's
nothing left for him to take."

"Okay... I'll remember that." Paul said with surprise.

'Cue theme music reprise.'

Paul noticed that Uncle Pear had transformed into some grotesque overly 
muscled rabbit-human hybrid thing.

"He looks scary but if you do so much as say 'boo' to him, he'll run away 
crying." Lenn said frankly.

"Good to know." Paul said as he watched Uncle Pear change back to his 
usual appearance.

Paul wasn't quite sure which was more disturbing and finally decided that 
his forms were equally unpleasant, each in their own way.



* * * * *

"Here we go, I think you're going to like this." G said when he saw who was 
getting up in front of the group.

"Who's that?" Paul asked curiously, since he was sure that he hadn't been 
introduced to either of the elderly couple who were standing.

"That's Great Aunt Euna and Great Uncle Paden. I'm not sure, but I think 
that Great Aunt Euna is Grandpa Ewan and Great Aunt Deoirdh's sister." G 
said thoughtfully, then added, "I'm going to drop the Greats and great 
greats. If you want to know how many generations back they are, just ask."

"Okay." Paul automatically agreed, then cautiously said, "I remember 
Grandpa Ewan, but who is Great Aunt De... however you say it?"

"She's Uncle Neese's wife... late wife. As far as I know, she's not here." G 
said seriously.

Paul slowly nodded, then turned his attention forward, since it seemed like
the elderly couple were just about ready to do... whatever they were going
to do.

Between one moment and the next, the man, Uncle Paden, was suddenly 
replaced by a large angry looking dog.

"That's one of the full transformations that I was telling you about." G 
whispered.

While Paul watched in wonder, Aunt Euna began to deform into a hideous 
beast that Paul could only describe as a 'hag'. Her wart covered skin had 
turned a sickening shade of green and her hair had become a tangled mess 
of white, sticking out in every direction. Her gnarled hands were dangerous
looking claws and every breath she took was a sickening wheeze.

"In a fight, they would both use their transformed physical forms. Neither 
one of them have any offensive magic... at least, that's what Dad told me. 
I've never really talked to them much, since I'm not from their family line." 
G said simply.



"Toad's their great grandson." Lenn added.

Paul nodded as he watched the dog and the hag both snarling at the family.

A moment later, Paul watched carefully as they began to return to their 
regular 'human' forms.

By all appearances, they were an extremely elderly couple. No people Paul 
had ever met appeared to be less threatening.

The applause seemed to rise up from all around him and Paul 
enthusiastically joined in.

"Imagine it, being that old and being able to do a complex transformation 
like that. It's really amazing." G said admiringly.

Paul hadn't been around such things long enough to know what an 
accomplishment it was, but he trusted G's assessment of the situation.

Another elderly couple stepped forward. They weren't quite as old as Aunt 
Euna and Uncle Paden, but they were certainly somewhere around 
retirement age.

"That's Uncle Gawain, I'm named after him!" G said quickly.

Paul smiled at the announcement.

"He's Uncle Paden and Aunt Euna's son. He's with his wife, Aunt Coira." G 
said informatively.

"What are their abilities?" Paul asked curiously.

"It's best to wait and see, but I'll tell you that they're both able to 
transform. This is one of those cases where it runs in the family." G said 
frankly.

Without much prelude, the man began to increase in size. His hair grew 
incredibly fast and within a matter of seconds, he had transformed into a 
classic werewolf.



Paul sat in amazement.

He could feel his heart racing at the sight.

'Without a doubt, Uncle Gawain is amazing.'

'I'm glad that G has a namesake who is worthy.'

Paul had so much of his attention focused on Uncle Gawain that he had 
almost forgotten Aunt Coira.

A movement caused Paul to look away from the impressive sight of Gawain 
for a moment and he was stunned again.

Aunt Coira had transformed into a black bear.

No matter how impressive the werewolf was, seeing them side by side, it 
appeared as though Aunt Coira could probably defeat Uncle Gawain in two 
minutes or less.

When the applause sprang up, Paul automatically joined in.

He was frankly in awe. The animal transformations were beyond anything 
that he could have ever imagined.

'Thank goodness that I watched all those black and white movies, 
otherwise I would have been totally unprepared.'

Aunt Coira and Uncle Gawain changed back to themselves and Paul once 
again noticed that their clothes appeared to be unchanged after the 
transformation. He resolved himself to do further investigation so that he 
wouldn't have to stop and take off his shoes every time he wanted to 
transform.

When the next group stepped forward, Paul smiled, since he recognized 
two of the three.

"Is Toad here, or did he get sent to bed?" Paul thought to ask.

"He's right there." G said as he pointed.



"Who's the other guy with Toad's parents?" Paul quietly asked G.

"Uncle Lachlan, he's Aunt Kat's brother. They're Uncle Gawain and Aunt 
Coira's kids."

"How many generations do we have here?" Paul asked hesitantly.

"Four, I think." G said consideringly, then quickly added, "At least, above 
ground."

Paul tried to fight down the smile at the response to his question.

"Do you think anyone from your family will do anything?" Lenn asked G 
quietly.

"Grandpa J might. Most of the rest don't have anything to show. They do 
charms or they're drainers." G said thoughtfully.

"Drainer? What's that?" Paul asked cautiously. He didn't like the sound of 
that.

"Just what it sounds like, their power is to steal your power. Aunt Kyla can 
use the power that she steals, but not at full strength and she has to know 
their spells. Her mom, Aunt Lyall, can steal your power, but she can't use 
it." G said instructively.

Before Paul could respond, he saw Kat, Horst and Lachlan stand in a row, 
obviously ready to show their abilities.

Kathryn transformed first, becoming a werecat creature that was both 
beautiful and deadly. Once her transformation was complete, Horst began 
to grow into an enormous mass of muscle. Whereas Uncle Pear's 
transformation gave the impression of 'muscles for show', Horst's muscles 
had the appearance of 'muscles for beating anything in his path into a 
bloody pulp'. The third and final member of their group then began to grow
and hair began to sprout from just about everywhere at once.

It took a moment for Paul to recognize the creature that Lachlan had 
become. Much like Kat and Horst, his transformation appeared to be 



halfway between 'human' and something else. In his case, he seemed to be 
a half-gorilla.

"I bet you weren't expecting that." G chuckled from his side.

Paul looked at him for a long moment before responding, "I doubt that 
anyone could have predicted anything that's happened to me in the past 
eight hours."

"Safe bet." G said with a grin, then turned his attention back to the show.

After turning back to their 'human' forms, Kat, Horst and Lachlan went back
to their seats.

There was a long pause that followed and people started whispering to 
each other, wondering if everyone had had their chance to present.

Paul was looking around and was surprised to see Grandpa J and D walking 
down the staircase.

One by one, the other attendees noticed that they were approaching and 
fell silent.

When D was finally at the front of the gathering, he looked around, then 
said, "I hope you realize how much I love all of you. I love you enough to 
interrupt my wedding night."

A few chuckles went around the room.

"G, great job on the decorating. You outdid yourself." D said appreciatively.

"I had help." G called in return.

"Dad asked that we provide the closing entertainment for the night, so let's
do this." D said with a smile, then gestured past the crowd, toward the 
dining room.

Several of the dining room chairs began scampering into the great hall, 
under their own power.



A moment later, a collection of coffee tables, ottomans and comfortable 
cushioned chairs from the lounge followed.

Laughter began to spring up around the room as everyone watched the 
furniture playfully frolicking.

Paul felt a tremor, as if there had been a distant explosion or an 
earthquake.

A moment later, he felt it again and looked at G with question.

"It's Grandpa J." G said simply.

As Paul was about to ask G what he meant, he caught sight of a living 
statue, slowly walking into the great hall under its own power.

"Grandpa J can animate stone... but only if it's carved to look like a living 
thing." G said slowly.

"So your dad can make a chair walk, but your grandfather needs something 
that looks like a living thing?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Yeah. And from what Grandpa's told me, the way his works, he can kind of 
give his statues a 'taste of life' so that he doesn't have to tell them, like, 
'step, step, step', he can just say, 'go in there' and they'll know how to do 
it." G said seriously, then added, "Dad actually has to tell his things every 
step of what they're supposed to do. He's more like a puppet master."

Paul looked back at the collection of furniture 'playing', then looked at D 
curiously. Now that he was paying attention, he could see the level of 
concentration that D was using to control every action of every piece of 
furniture.

The ground shook as the statue took another step and Paul began to realize
just how big the thing was. From a distance, he had known that it was big, 
but now he estimated that the thing must be at least fifteen feet tall.

The statue took one more step, then stopped, freezing in place. It took a 
moment for Paul to realize that the pose that the statue had stopped in 



was one of bowing with respect.

"That's it! Thank you everyone. Goodnight!" D said loudly.

"Let's shut it down." G said decisively, then asked, "Nazzy and Vinda, will 
you undo your lights?"

"Sure." Nazzy said, then looked at Vinda and waited for her to be ready.

They simultaneously made gestures toward the window, and the moonlit 
scenery turned into complete darkness.

"Lenn, are you ready?" G asked hopefully.

As an answer, Lenn looked toward the window and concentrated. In the 
space between one moment and the next, the seemingly open space was 
replaced by a solid wall.

"Here it goes." G said as he raised his hands, then dramatically let them 
fall. As he did, the chandeliers, the tapestries, the beautifully ornate chairs
and the carpeting all vanished, replaced by gray stone and folding chairs.

A round of applause sounded, acknowledging the wonderful job that G had 
done.

"You did good." D said appreciatively as he approached.

"Are you going to need any help getting everything put back?" G asked 
cautiously.

"No. I've got it." D said as he glanced at the furniture.

Paul watched in wonder as everything slowly turned and started to go back 
to where it had come from.

"You two should get upstairs to bed. Tomorrow's going to be a busy day." D 
said frankly.

"What's happening tomorrow?" G asked cautiously.



"We're going to be travelling back to the States." D said frankly.

"You could have given us some warning!" G yelped.

"That's what I'm doing right now." D said with a grin.

"We're going to need to hang around here for a little bit to clean up and put
the chairs away." G said as he looked around.

"Don't worry about that. I'll get it." D said with a glance at the folding 
chairs and a simple gesture of his hand. In unison, all the unoccupied chairs
began walking themselves over to a place along the wall and folding 
themselves.

"Thanks, Dad." G said with a grin, then looked to Paul and asked, "Are you 
ready?"

"If we're leaving first thing in the morning, then I'd like to say goodbye to 
Toad." Paul said honestly.

"Yeah. Me, too." G admitted.

Paul then turned to Lenn and said, "I live with G, you know how to get in 
touch with us, don't you?"

"Yeah." Lenn assured him.

"Anytime, day or night, if you need to talk, one of us will be there for you."
Paul said firmly.

"Okay." Lenn responded, then thought to add, "You can call me, too."

"We will." Paul promised.

"So, it sounds like we'll all be flying out together." Nazzy said from G's other
side.

"Yeah. I can think of worse things." G said with a grin.

"I doubt that I'll get much school work done on this trip." Paul said as the 



group started walking.

"You're not going to need it anyway." G said simply.

"Why not?" Paul asked cautiously.

"Well, now that you're 'one of us', you're going to get to see the real 
school." G said with a smirk.

After a moment to consider, Paul finally said, "I can't wait to get started."

The End
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